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Preface 

 

UWA Linguistics Working Papers was established as a student publication in September 
2008, with three primary goals: 

 

1.  To provide a forum in which students and researchers can present write-ups that are 
not suitable for formal publication in journals and books. Anticipated submission 
types include: 

 proposed lines of inquiry or methodologies; 

 difficulties encountered in data collection and analysis; 

 preliminary findings and analyses; 

 rough drafts with recognized gaps in data and/or reasoning; 

 negative results. 

 

      Contributors submit from different levels and terms of study, and are addressing 
thesis segments about which they have varying degrees of familiarity at the time of 
submission. Therefore, the papers presented will be at various levels of 
completeness. 

 

2.  To encourage students to formalize their progress in writing. In so doing, students and 
researchers generate tangible results from their research and preliminary drafts that 
may eventually become publishable texts and/or thesis chapters. 

 

3.  To enable students to better understand each other's research. Such understanding 
engenders collaboration and community among the students, and facilitates 
discussions across the varying subfields that we study. Additionally, this publication 
of research may reveal overlapping lines of inquiry and common difficulties and 
strategies, better enabling students to learn from each other's work and, potentially, 
envision collaborating projects, presentations and publications. 

 

Students and researchers who are interested in contributing should email 
UWA.Linguistic.Postgrads@gmail.com 
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Foreword 

 

This is the second volume of UWA Linguistics Working Papers. The three papers 
included in the volume represent work at three stages of PhD candidature, Thanh Ngo 
having now completed and submitted her thesis, Slamet Setiawan planning to complete 
in 2011, and Helen Renwick at the beginning of the second year of work.  

 Thanh Ngo's paper investigates the interpretation of temporal relations between 
clauses in narrative in Vietnamese, a tenseless language, and generalizes the principles 
for temporal interpretation in Vietnamese narrative. It shows that the generalized 
principles for the interpretation of temporal relations in narrative in Vietnamese are 
similar to those in English despite the lack of tense in Vietnamese. 

Slamet Setiawan’s paper focuses on the methods applied in his fieldwork. As he 
worked with children in a bilingual community and intended to elicit data on their 
language proficiency, language use, and language attitudes, various and innovative 
techniques were designed so as to accommodate the children’s interest. The activities 
included a role-play for matched guise, colourful comic-strip questionnaires, 
questionnaires in two languages, a focused-group discussion, tests, interviews, and 
observation. Slamet's work has significant implications for language policy decisions in 
Indonesia.   

Helen Renwick's paper outlines the background and methodology for her work on 
conventionalized expressions (CEs). CEs are expressions which over time have come to 
have particular meanings or perform particular functions in discourse: they constitute a 
kind of super-strata of shared knowledge, and Helen's research aims to investigate the 
impact this has in a discourse context. Her analysis is just beginning: it is still broad-
based and should narrow and gain focus as it proceeds.  

 We hope that readers will find the three articles interesting. All the authors would 
welcome comments and input and can be contact through the main email address of 
Linguistics Working Papers: UWA.Linguistic.Postgrads@gmail.com 

 

 

The editors, 

 

Slamet Setiawan and Helen Renwick 

 

 



 2010

UWA Linguistics Working Papers | Volume 2 iii 
 

Table of Contents 

 

Preface 
 

i

Foreword 
 

ii

Table of Contents 
 
 
 
 

iii

Thanh Ngo....................................................................................................... 

Interpretation of Temporal Relations in Narrative in Tenseless Languages: 
A Case of Vietnamese  

 
 
 

1 – 35

Slamet Setiawan............................................................................................. 
 
Studying the Children’s Language in a Bilingual Community in East Java: 
A Discussion of Methods 

 

 

36 – 54

Helen Renwick................................................................................................ 
 
Conventionalized Expressions, Discourse Mode and 
Common Ground 
 
 

55 – 91

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

INTERPRETATION OF TEMPORAL RELATIONS IN NARRATIVE IN 
TENSELESS LANGUAGES: THE CASE OF VIETNAMESE  

 
 
 

Thanh Ngo 
Linguistics PhD Candidate 

The University of Western Australia 
 

10455703@student.uwa.edu.au 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Thanh Ngo 
�‘Interpretation of temporal relations in narrative in tenseless languages:  

The case of Vietnamese�’

2010

UWA Linguistics Working Papers | Volume 2, 1-35 2 
 

Abstract 

Temporal interpretation in tensed languages has been widely studied, but little has been 
carried out on tenseless languages. Even less, if anything at all, is known of the 
interpretation of temporal relations between eventualities in narrative discourse in 
languages that do not mark tense and aspect grammatically. This paper is the first 
attempt to examine how temporal relations in narrative discourse in Vietnamese, a 
tenseless language, are interpreted. In Vietnamese sentences there is no tense, and 
aspectual marking is highly optional. The methodology used in this study is adapted from 
Smith and Erbaugh (2005) and involves the study of �“a domain in languages that code it 
explicitly, to understand the domain in languages that do not�” (p. 713). English is used 
as the representative for tensed languages. We first generalized the principles for 
interpreting temporal relations in English narrative. Then we made our predictions 
about the generalized principles for the interpretation of temporal relations in 
Vietnamese narrative. The principles we proposed for Vietnamese are in nature similar to 
those we generalized for English. We tested our predictions with an in-depth analysis of 
40 excerpts (around 8,000 words in length and consisting of 965 clauses) taken from two 
novels and two short stories written in Vietnamese. The results showed that our 
predictions were borne out. There were striking similarities in the principles for 
interpreting temporal relations in narrative discourse between English and Vietnamese. 
The principles were not constrained by the presence or absence of tense. They 
emphasized the combination of the information conveyed by viewpoint aspect and 
situation aspect and inferred by context, rhetorical relations, and world knowledge.  
 

1 Introduction 

In tensed languages such as English, interpretation of temporal information of a situation 

is derived from the tense form of the verb, viewpoint (grammatical) aspect, situation 

type, and temporal adverbial (if any). This can be illustrated in (1). 

(1). Mary walked to school this morning. 

The tense form of the verb in (1) is the simple past tense, thus the situation is 

understood to occur before the speech time. The locating adverbial �‘this morning�’ 

specifies the time of the situation. We assume that the speaker follows the Gricean 

maxim of quality (saying what the speaker believes to be true) and understand that the 

sentence is uttered at a time later than the morning, for if it is uttered in the morning, 

another tense will be used. For example, the present progressive can be used if (i) Mary 

is in the process of walking at speech time, or (ii) Mary is about to walk to school and so 

if the sentence is uttered just before she leaves. If the speaker wants to say that "Mary 

walk to school this morning" is true, and the sentence is uttered in the morning after the 

event, then a present perfect (PP) would be used ("Mary has walked to school this 
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morning"). The PP can only be used if the sentence is uttered at a later time the same 

morning.  

The situation [walk to school] is an Accomplishment. It consists of a process that 

leads up to an endpoint, which is the arriving on foot at the school. An Accomplishment 

in the simple past is understood to have a perfective aspect.   

Vietnamese, on the other hand, is a tenseless language. It has no tense, and aspect 

marking is optional. In sentences the verbs always appear in the base form. Thompson 

(1965, p. 218) observes that �“Vietnamese verbs are in themselves �… timeless. They 

establish only the fact that a particular action, series of actions or state of affairs is in 

effect�”. The interpretation of the temporal information of a sentence depends largely on 

situational context. Without a context, many sentences can be very ambiguous. Consider 

(2), below. 

(2). Sáng nay Lan i b  n tr ng 

 This morning Lan walk to school 

The verb i b  (�‘walk�’) does not say anything about the time when the situation 

occurred. In Vietnamese, as in other tenseless languages, temporal adverbials locate 

situations in time. In this example the temporal adverbial sáng nay (�‘this morning�’) 

locates the event [walk to school] in the morning, but we do not know if the morning is 

in the past of, future of, or coincident with, the speech time, because there is no 

information about when the sentence is uttered. In order to understand the temporal 

location of the situation we have to rely on the context, in which the utterance is made. If 

it is made in the afternoon, then its location time is interpreted to be in the past. If the 

sentence is uttered in the morning, there is yet another ambiguity. We need extra 

contextual clues about whether Lan is still at home or has already gone. If she is still at 

home, then [walk to school] is understood to be located in the near future. If she has 

already gone, again the temporal location is past.  

The aspectual interpretation of this sentence is another problem and it depends on 

linguistic context and location time of the situation. If the location time is in the past and 

there is no overt information to the contrary, this situation can be plausibly interpreted as 

having a perfective reading. However, one can add �“nh ng gi a ng m t quá nó l i 

b t xe buýt�” (�‘but half way too tired, she catch a bus�’), in which case it is understood that 
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the walking to school is not complete and the situation is understood to have an 

imperfective aspectual meaning. It should also be noted that with the addition of the 

above clause, the situation in (2) has a salient past temporal reading. If the sentence is 

uttered in the morning and it is explicit that Lan has gone, then plausibly the situation is 

understood to convey a perfect meaning.  

What we want to emphasize by the discussion of example (2) is the dependence 

on the context and other pragmatic factors rather than just the linguistic means, 

particularly in a tenseless language like Vietnamese, for temporal and aspectual 

interpretation of situations. This is especially so in the temporal interpretation of 

situations in discourse such as in narrative in which the situation time is not related to the 

time of speech, but to the time of other situations described in the vicinity. How are 

temporal relations between eventualities in Vietnamese narrative interpreted? What 

semantic and pragmatic information helps to derive the interpretation of temporal 

relations? No study has ever been conducted on the interpretation of temporal and 

aspectual information of situations in Vietnamese or on the interpretation of temporal 

relations between situations in narrative texts (or any genres of texts for that matter). 

This paper is a first attempt to examine the issue of temporal interpretation in 

Vietnamese, particularly in Vietnamese narrative texts. Specifically, it addresses the two 

questions raised above. 

Following Smith and Erbaugh (2005), we use the strategy of explicitness which 

involves studying �“a domain in languages that code it explicitly, to understand the 

domain in languages that do not�” (p.713). In their study, Smith and Erbaugh formulated 

the principles for the deictic pattern of tense interpretation in English and proposed the 

principles for the generalized deictic pattern of temporal interpretation in Mandarin 

Chinese, a tensless language, in non-narrative discourse. Central to their deictic pattern, 

as they argue, are the aspectual notions of event and state, and of bounded and 

unbounded/ongoing situations. Their generalization of the principles for the deictic 

pattern of tense interpretation takes into great account the temporal properties of 

situation types, and is governed by the three pragmatic principles: 1) �“Bounded Event 

Constraint�”, 2) �“Simplicity Principle of Interpretation�”, and 3) �“Temporal Schema 

Principle�”. Smith and Erbaugh tested their predictions about the principles for deictic 
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pattern of temporal interpretation in Mandarin Chinese with an in-depth analysis of six 

discursive articles from newspapers and magazines in Mandarin. 

In this study we apply the pragmatic principles �“Simplicity Principle of 

Interpretation�” and �“Temporal Schema Principle�” in generalizing the principles for the 

interpretation of temporal relations between situations in narrative texts in English and 

Vietnamese. Details of these pragmatic principles are given in Section 2. Section 3 gives 

an account of the functions of tense and viewpoint aspect, temporal interpretation of 

eventualities, and the interpretation of temporal relations between them in English 

narrative. In Section 4 we provide a sketch of the Vietnamese system and make our 

predictions about the generalized principles for the interpretation of temporal relations 

between eventualities in Vietnamese narrative. In the following sections we report on our 

study of 40 passages taken from two novels and two short stories in Vietnamese, in 

which we tested our predictions. 

2 The �“Simplicity Principle of Interpretation�” and the �“Temporal Schema 

Principle�” 

Smith and Erbaugh (2005, p. 718) explain the �“Simplicity Principle of Interpretation�” as 

follows: �“when faced with information that does not fully determine an interpretation, 

people choose the simplest interpretation to resolve it�”, or in other words, people choose 

the interpretation that requires the least additional information. They formulated this 

principle based on the study by Kanizsa (1976) which found that when people are 

presented with a partial or indeterminate picture or shape, their visual system constructs 

a simple complete percept of the picture or shape rather than a complex or incomplete 

one. Smith and Erbaugh apply this principle in temporal interpretation in deictic pattern, 

proposing that the Simplicity Principle of Interpretation constrains the interpretation that 

bounded events are past rather than future, since the future involves a certain degree of 

uncertainty. Thus, the future is more complex than the past. Future interpretation of 

bounded events requires extra information from the context. We will demonstrate later 

how this principle constrains the interpretation of temporal relations between 

eventualities in narrative texts. 

The �“Temporal Schema Principle�” is applied to zero-marked clauses, i.e. clauses 

that do not contain either tense or aspect marking (zero-marked clauses are abundant in 
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Vietnamese). The constraint of this principle is, as Smith and Erbaugh state, that the 

temporal interpretation of a zero-marked clause is determined by the temporal schema of 

the situation type represented in the clause, unless there is explicit information to the 

contrary. For example, with no tense or aspect marking, verb constellations (a verb 

constellation is defined by Smith (1997) as a verb and its argument(s)) that express telic 

or instantaneous events, such as accomplishments or achievements, are taken as 

bounded, while state verb constellations, activity verb constellations are unbounded, 

unless there is explicit information to the contrary. Since Vietnamese is similar to 

Mandarin Chinese in that zero-marked clauses are the norm, this Temporal Schema 

Principle is useful for the determination of (un)boundedness of situation types in 

Vietnamese.  

3   Temporal interpretation in English narrative 
The key feature of narrative is that it presents events in a chronological order (Labov and 

Waletzky, 1966; Labov, 1972; Comrie, 1985; Smith, 1999). Comrie, for example, 

defines a narrative as �“an account of a sequence of chronologically ordered events (real 

or imaginary)�”, and adds that �“for a narrative to be well informed it must be possible to 

work out the chronological order of events from the structure of the narrative with 

minimal difficulty; this constraint of minimal difficulty means the easiest way to present 

these events is with their chronological order directly reflected in the order of 

presentation�” (Comrie, 1985, p. 28). The events that are presented in a temporal order are 

often referred to as sequenced events. They succeed each other and advance narrative 

time. 

Narrative, of course, does not consist only of sequenced events. It also consists of 

eventualities that are not sequenced to the preceding or following eventualities. They 

either partially or totally overlap sequenced events temporally. They elaborate, explain, 

describe, or give further information about the sequenced events. The following passage, 

taken from the novel �“The Old Man and the Sea�” (p. 42) demonstrates the temporal 

structure of narrative events. 

(3). �“(e1) Sometime before daylight something took one of the baits (e2) that were 

behind him. (e3) He heard the stick break and the line begin to rush out over the 

gunwale of the skiff. (e4) In the darkness he loosened his sheath knife (e5) and taking 
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all the strain of the fish on his left shoulder (e6) he leaned back (e7) and cut the line 

against the wood of the gunwale. (e8) Then he cut the line closest to him (e9) and in 

the dark made the loose ends of the reserve coils fast. (e10) He worked skillfully with 

the one hand (e11) and put his foot on the coils to hold them (e12) as he drew his knots 

tight.�” 

Italicized clauses present sequenced events. They are understood to occur in the 

order in which they are presented. With each sequenced event the narrative time moves 

forward. (e2) gives further information about the baits mentioned in (e1) and is not 

sequenced to either (e1) or (e3). It temporally overlaps (e1). (e5) is an ongoing event that 

is simultaneous with (e6), (e7), (e8), and (e9), i.e. the �‘taking all the strain of the fish on 

his left shoulder�’ is understood to hold throughout the sequence of events of leaning 

back, cutting the lines, and making the loose ends of the reserve coils fast. (e10), (e11), 

and (e12) elaborate on (e9), providing information about how the old man tied the coils 

together. They temporally overlap (e9) as well as temporally overlap each other.  

As example (3) shows, what determines sequential or simultaneity/overlap 

interpretation in narrative texts is not the tense forms. All the finite clauses in (3), both 

those expressing sequenced events and those presenting simultaneous events, are in 

simple past (SP) tense.  As Smith (2003) points out, in narrative, tense conveys 

continuity regardless of whether the narrative is written in the SP or simple present. If 

the simple present tense is utilized to tell a story, it also receives the value of �‘pastness�’ 

and is referred to as �‘narrative present�’.  Present tense narratives are uncommon. Due to 

the nature of narrative as referring to specific experiences that are assumed to have 

occurred in some past world (real or imagined), the most common and also unmarked 

tense used is the simple past tense (Fleischman, 1990; Linhares-Dias, 2006; Weinrich, 

1985). Fleischman (1990, p.3) observes that �“the relationships between time and tense in 

narrative are not the same as those obtaining in ordinary language�”. In narrative, the time 

of a situation is not related to the time of speech, as in deixis, but to the reference time 

established by the preceding or following situation. The term �‘reference time�’ is adopted 

from Kamp and Reyle (1993) to refer to �“the type of reference time that accounts for 

narrative progression�” (Kamp and Reyle, 1993, p. 594-595).  Sentences in narrative are 

temporally related to each other. The temporal relations are often expressed through 
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temporal anaphora, which entails that �“sentences are interpreted as temporally related to 

the sentences preceding them�” (Kamp and Reyle, 1993, p. 521). 

3.1   Aspectual information and pragmatic constraints 

The keys to the interpretation of temporal relations between sentences in narrative are the 

aspectual information and pragmatic constraints. Aspectual information is elicited from 

viewpoint aspect and situation type. The two viewpoints are the imperfective and the 

perfective. The imperfective viewpoint is normally conveyed by the progressive form    

(-ing form in English) of event verb types or the simple past form of states unless there is 

overt information otherwise. The perfective viewpoint is generally expressed by the past 

simple form of event verb constellations. The four classes of situations, as categorized by 

Vendler (1967), are States, Activities, Accomplishments, and Achievements. The 

temporal features that differentiate the main classes of situations are dynamic/static, 

telic/atelic, bounded/unbounded, and durative/instantaneous (see Vendler (1967) and 

Smith (1997) for detailed accounts of the temporal features of the classes of situation 

type). The temporal features (a)telicity and (un)boundedness are important for the 

interpretation of sequencing of events. 

The combined information from viewpoint and situation type is essential for the 

interpretation of temporal relations between situations. Accomplishment and 

Achievement sentences with the perfective viewpoint aspect are considered to always 

propel narrative time, since they have intrinsic natural endpoints, or in other words, they 

are telic situations (see, for example, Dowty, 1986; Dry, 1981, 1983; Hatav, 1989; 

Hinrichs, 1981; Smith, 1999) or bounded events (Depraetere, 1995). According to 

Hinrichs (1986), if two sentences both contain Accomplishment or Achievement with the 

perfective viewpoint, then the events are also understood as happening in succession. 

This point is supported by Kamp and Reyle (1993) who observe in their Discourse 

Representation Structure Theory that in the relation between e  and e  (e , e ), if e  is an 

event, then typically it is interpreted as following event e  (e  < e ). This can be 

illustrated by (4), which is extracted from (3) above. The abbreviations in [ ] indicates 

the situation type; �‘ach�’ stands for Achievement; �‘acc�’ for Accomplishment. 
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(4). (e1) he leaned back (e2) and cut the line against the wood of the gunwale. (e3) 

Then he cut the line closest to him (e4) and in the dark made the loose ends of the 

reserve coils fast.  

The events in (4) are telic events with the perfective viewpoint. The endpoints of 

each event are understood to have been reached before another event occurred. We 

understand that the Achievement [lean back] occurs before the Accomplishment [cut the 

line against the wood of the gunwale], which precedes the Accomplishment [cut the line 

closest to him], which precedes the Accomplishment [make the loose ends of the reserve 

coils fast]. The sequential interpretation of the events in (4) can also be elicited from the 

rhetorical relation between the events. This relation is referred to by Asher & Lascarides 

(2003) as Narration, which imposes a temporal precedence order on the eventualities, 

i.e. the eventualities are related spatio-temporally, so much so that �“where things are in 

space and time at the end of e  is where they are at the beginning of e �” (Asher & 

Lascarides, 2003, p. 462). The understanding of (4) is that the old man cut the line 

against the wood of the gunwale just after he leaned back, and that he cut the line closest 

to him right after he cut the other line. Finally, he tied the coils just after he cut the lines. 

As Asher & Lascarides point out, this interpretation requires our world knowledge about 

whether the eventualities can be understood to occur in succession or at the same time. 

State and Activity sentences (including Accomplishments in the progressive 

aspect), due to their durative, atelic nature (having no limit or natural endpoints), do not 

normally advance narrative time. They normally temporally overlap telic events as well 

as overlap each other. Kamp and Reyle (1993), for example, state that in the relation 

between e  and e  (e , e ), if e  is an Event and e  is a State, the relation is invariably that 

of inclusion (e e ). In their view, States include all sentences in the progressive and 

perfects and negated sentences. Hinrichs�’ (1986) also holds that if one of the two 

sentences contains an Activity or State, then the eventualities can be interpreted as either 

succeeding or overlapping each other. The successive interpretation is often constrained 

by explicit information, as will be discussed later. If both sentences contain Activity or 

State, then the eventualities overlap each other temporally. Example (5) illustrates this; 

(5a) is taken from the short story �“The Fall of Edward Barnard�”; (5b) from the novel 

�“The Quiet American�”; and (5c) from (Asher and Lascarides, 2003, p. 460). 

(5)a. Edward was in great spirits. He laughed and shouted and sang  
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b. I caught Pyle�’s eyes; he was looking at me with shocked surprise. 

c. Mary sat quietly in her room. The moon was shining brightly outside 

(5a) contains a state and three unbounded activities [laugh], [shout], and [sing]. 

The Activities are understood to temporally overlap the State [be in great spirits] and 

overlap one another. The state of Edward being in great spirits held consistently 

throughout the interval in which the laughing, shouting, and singing occurred. The first 

clause in (5b) presents a telic event (an Achievement), while the second clause is an 

Activity in the progressive aspect. The plausible interpretation is that the event of Pyle�’s 

looking at the protagonist started before, and still held at, or might extend beyond, the 

time when the protagonist caught Pyle�’s eyes. The two events totally overlap each other 

temporally.  

  Temporal overlap is also a salient interpretation for (5c). Both clauses of (5c) 

contain unbounded Activities. The second clause gives extra information about the 

surrounding state of affairs in which the eventuality of Mary sitting in her room 

occurred. The sitting at least overlaps with or is temporally included in the state of the 

moon shining. The rhetorical relation between these eventualities is referred to by Asher 

and Lascarides (2003) as the relation of Background, which they define as a rhetorical 

relation that holds �“one constituent provides information about the surrounding state of 

affairs in which the eventuality mentioned in the other constituent occurred�” (Asher and 

Lascarides, 2003, p. 460). 

States and Activities may receive sequential interpretation when they are 

presented as inchoatives or inceptives. The inchoative or inceptive interpretation is 

normally achieved by overt linguistic marking, for example, by adverbials such as 

�‘suddenly�’ or �‘in a moment�’, or by pragmatic inference (see, for example, Dry, 1983; 

Dowty, 1986; Hatav, 1989; Smith, 1999). Couper-Kuhlen (1987) and Depraetere (1995) 

argue that if an Activity is presented as bounded, it also receives a sequential 

interpretation. The following examples demonstrate this sequential interpretation of 

States and Activities; (3a) taken from Dowty (1986, p. 26) and (3b) from Couper-Kuhlen 

(1987, p. 16). 

(6)a. John went over the day�’s perplexing events once more in his mind. Suddenly 

he was fast asleep. 
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b. The balloon popped. The child jumped. 

  The instantaneous adverb �‘suddenly�’ in (6a) gives the State [be fast asleep] an 

inchoative reading. It is understood that John started to fall asleep. Pragmatic inference 

allows for the interpretation that at the time when John started to fall asleep, the Activity 

[go over the day�’s perplexing events] terminated. The Activity is thus interpreted to have 

reached its temporal boundary (Declerck, 1989, 1991). It is bounded to the right. The 

two eventualities receive a sequential reading.  

  The first clause in (6b) is bounded and telic. The second clause (the child jump) 

is intrinsically atelic. But in this situation it is understood that the child jumps as a result 

of the sudden explosion of the balloon and it is bounded to the left. Note also that the two 

events are related by the rhetorical relation of Result, which, according to Asher & 

Lascarides (2003), entails that the event in the first clause causes that described in the 

second clause. Thus, as causes precede their effects, we infer a temporal order between 

the two events. In this example, the event [the child jump] is inferred as following the 

event [the balloon pop] in that order. It should be noted that such order is defeasible and 

further information in the text can lead to a revision. 

  Another rhetorical relation that can help to infer an interpretation of temporal 

inclusion is the relation of Elaboration, which entails that �“the second proposition 

provides more detail about the event described in the first�” (Asher and Lascarides, 2003, 

p. 8), as shown in (7), taken from Asher and Lascarides (2003). 

(7). Max had a lovely meal last night. He ate lots of salmon 

  The eating in the second clause is understood to a part of Max having a lovely 

meal in the first clause, thus being included in that State.  

Temporal adverbials can play a crucial role in determining whether an eventuality 

is sequenced to or overlaps with the one preceding or following it. As Smith (1997) 

points out, in a clash between the verb phrase and an adverbial, the adverbial feature 

value overrides the value of the verb and its arguments. An adverbial such as �‘for an 

hour�’, for example, can turn an Activity into a bounded event. For example in (John 

sang for an hour) we understand that John sang for a duration of an hour, and after the 

hour finished the singing is taken to have reached the temporal boundary. Punctual 

adverbs such as �‘suddenly�’, �‘all of a sudden�’, �‘in a moment�’ give a situation (of any type, 
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including State and Activity) an inceptive reading and thus leads us to infer a sequential 

interpretation. 

3.2   The principles for interpreting temporal relations in English narrative  
        generalized 
 

Taking into account what has been discussed in literature, as has been reviewed so far, 

we propose to generalize the following principles for the interpretation of temporal 

relations between minimally two eventualities in narrative. 

8. Generalized principles for interpretation of temporal relations between e  and e : 

 a. e e /e  O e  (temporal inclusion/overlap) if e  is an Accomplishment or 

Achievement AND e  is a State or Activity (unbounded/atelic events) 

b. e  O e  (temporal overlap) if both e  and e  are States or Activities (states or 

unbounded/atelic events) 

c. e  < e  (temporal succession) if both e  and e  are Accomplishments or 

Achievements (telic events) 

d. States are taken to include perfects, progressives, futures, past futures, and 

negation.  

e. World knowledge about the natural order of events and explicit temporal 

information (such as that expressed by temporal adverbs) override a, b, and c. 

The Temporal Schema Principle constrains that Activities and States are 

unbounded, atelic and Accomplishments and Achievements are bounded, telic. 

Accomplishments and Achievements in the progressive are treated as ongoing, 

unbounded Activities. Simplicity Principle of Interpretation constrains the interpretation 

that States and Activities temporally overlap with, rather than sequence, 

Accomplishments and Achievements (telic events), since sequential interpretation 

requires additional information that makes States/Activities bounded or 

inchoative/inceptive. The additional information that can turn States and Activities into 

bounded events may be explicitly expressed by temporal adverbials or inferred from the 

context or world knowledge. States and Activities may be sequenced to each other and to 

Accomplishments or Achievements when they are presented as bounded or 

inchoative/inceptive (the bounded or inceptive/inchoative interpretation requires 
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additional explicit information from the context or pragmatic inference), as exemplified 

in (6a-b) above. 

Pragmatic inference and explicit information from the context may lead to a 

revision of the sequential interpretation of Accomplishments and Achievements, as in (9) 

below. 

(9). Max fell. John pushed him. 

Both clauses in (9) contain an Achievement with the perfective viewpoint. Our 

world knowledge tells us that Max fell as the result of John pushing him, thus the second 

event [push] cannot be interpreted to sequence the first event [fall]. As Asher and 

Lascarides (2003) points out, here we have a reversal of order, i.e. �“the second 

proposition provides more detail about the event described in the first�” (Asher and 

Lascarides, 2003, p. 8). In other words, the second clause provides the cause for Max�’s 

falling. The rhetorical relation that is established between the events in (9) is called 

Explanation by Asher and Lascarides. We suppose that reversal of order of 

Accomplishments and Achievements with the perfective viewpoint is rare in narrative, 

since a requirement of narrative is that it presents events in the order in which they 

occurred. 

The perfect focuses on the resultative state brought about by the events expressed 

in the perfect. This resultative state holds at the reference time, which coincides with the 

narrative time. Thus, situations in the perfect are treated as States. Future situations are 

projected into the time after the time of narrative, so they are not considered to be on the 

main story line (the events that are considered to be on the main story line are those that 

are enacted at the time of narrative). They, too, are treated as States.  

4   The temporal resources of Vietnamese  

Vietnamese does not have tense. Temporal location of a situation is conveyed by 

locating adverbials such as hôm nay (�‘today�’), bây gi  (�‘now�’), tu n tr c (�‘last week�’), 

ngày mai (�‘tomorrow�’), as shown in examples (10) and (11). 

(10). Lan vi t th  cho H  tu n tr c 

 Lan write letter for Ha last week 

 �“Lan wrote a letter for Ha last week�” 
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(11). Ngày mai Lan vi t th  cho H  

Tomorrow Lan write letter for Ha 

�“Lan is writing/is going to write/will write a letter for Ha tomorrow�” 

The temporal adverbials tu n tr c in (10) and ngày mai in (11) locate the 

situation [lan write letter] in the past and future, respectively. Future time location can 

also be conveyed by the modal verb s  (literally meaning �‘will/shall�’). 

Adverbs of frequency such as th ng (�‘usually�’), thi tho ng/ ôi khi 

(�‘occasionally�’), hay (�‘often�’), ngày nào (�‘everyday�’) give a situation a habitual reading. 

When they occur in a sentence, the situation represented in the sentence is normally 

understood to hold at the present unless there is explicit information otherwise, e.g. 

expressed by a locating adverbial referring to the past. 

Lexical properties of certain verbs also contribute to the interpretation of location 

time of a situation. Situations represented by punctual verbs such as v  (�‘break�’), khóc òa 

(�‘burst into tears�’), n  (�‘explode�’), for instance, are plausibly understood as occurring in 

the past or future, but not present. 

4.1   Aspectual markers 

Vietnamese aspectual markers consist of the progressive aspectual marker ang and 

perfect aspectual markers ã/r i/ ã...r i (�‘already�’), ch a (�‘not yet�’), t ng/ ã t ng, 

m i/v a/v a m i (�‘recently/just recently�’), and xong/xong r i (�‘finish/finish already�’). 

The aspectual marker ang, or also v n ang (literally meaning �‘in progress�’ or �‘in the 

process of�’) conveys that a situation is ongoing. It expresses progressive meaning, as in 

(12) below. 

(12). Lúc tôi n Nam v n ang n u c m  

When 1SG come Nam PROG  cook rice 

�“When I came, Nam was still cooking�” 

The aspectual markers ã/ ã�…r i (literally meaning �‘already�’), according to 

Nguyen (2006), denote an �“event that has reached its natural endpoint before the point of 

reference as well as the resultative state of the current situation [at the point of speech]�” 

(Nguyen 2006, p. 116), a point that has been supported widely in studies on Vietnamese 

aspectuality (see, for example, Cao (2000), Nguyen (1995)). As these scholars argue, the 
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aspectual marker ã/ ã�…r i conveys the resultative perfect meaning, as illustrated in 

(13) below. 

(13).  Bà y  ã n r i 

  3SG  PERF arrive r i 

  �“She has arrived�” 

The aspectual marker ã�…r i conveys that the situation in (13) has occurred 

before the speech time (or a reference time inferred from the context), and that at the 

speech time �‘she�’ is still present. The focus is on the resultative state brought about by 

the event expressed by ã�…r i. The situation is thus understood to have an imperfective 

aspectual meaning.  

T ng/ ã t ng conveys experiential (EXP) meaning. It denotes a state or event 

that �“occurs a long time before the point of speech and the results are not relevant at the 

point of speech�” (Nguyen, 1995, p. 7). Thus, as Nguyen (1995) points out, �“in 

Vietnamese �“t ng + P�” expresses the meaning similar to what Bernard Comrie calls �“th  

hoàn thành tr i nghi m�” (the experiential perfect) in English�” (Nguyen, 1995, p. 7). This 

meaning is exemplified in (14). 

(14).Tôi ã t ng n Hà N i 

 1SG EXP come Hanoi 

 �“I have been to Hanoi�” 

What ã t ng focuses is that there is some time in the past of the speech time 

when �‘I�’ went to Hanoi. 

V a/m i/v a m i indicates that a situation has just taken place. The meaning it 

conveys seems to be similar to what is called �“hot news�” meaning expressed by the 

perfect in English, as shown in (15). 

(15). Nam v a m i xu ng sân bay 

 Nam just recently land airport 

 �“Nam has just landed at the airport�” 

The aspectual meaning of xong (�‘finish�’) is debatable. Some scholars (e.g., Nguyen, 

2006 and Cao, 2000) argue that it conveys the completive aspect. However, whether this 

can be categorized as having the perfective or imperfective viewpoint remains unclear. 
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Nguyen (2006), who compares the range of meanings expressed by different aspectual 

markers in Vietnamese with the correspondent aspectual meanings in English and 

French, asserts that the completive meaning conveyed by xong can be expressed in 

English by the simple past or the present perfect. He illustrates this with the following 

example. 

(16). Nam ã c xong quy n sách ó 

 Nam PERF read finish CL book that 

  �“Nam finished/has finished reading that book�” 

The English translation supplied by Nguyen (2006) has two different readings, 

one perfective (Nam finished reading) and the other imperfective (Nam has finished 

reading). It seems that the Vietnamese sentence in (12) is equivalent to the English �‘He 

has read that book�’, which entails that the book has been read through at an indefinite 

time prior to the time of speech. The aspectual meaning expressed by ã...xong is not 

different from the aspectual meaning conveyed by ã/ ã... r i. It also denotes an event 

that has occurred before the speech time and the relevance of the resultative state of the 

event at the time of speech, which in (12) is that the book has been read from the 

beginning to the end. ã...xong seems to stress the completion of the situation [read], 

which is not explicitly included in the meaning of ã/ ã... r i.  Cao (2000) concludes 

that the completive meaning conveyed by xong is included in the perfect meaning, but he 

denies that the completive meaning and the perfect meaning are identical.  

According to Nguyen (2006), there are no obvious aspectual markers that convey 

the perfective viewpoint in Vietnamese. This meaning is normally indicated by 

Accomplishments or Achievements that are put into a past context, clearly signaled by 

past time adverbs or when the situation is bounded by a telic adverb such as m t m t 

ngày (�‘in one day�’), m t hai ti ng (�‘in two hours�’). Accomplishments and Achievements 

that have past time reference have an unmarked perfective aspectual reading. 

As in English and other languages, situation type is conveyed by verb and its 

arguments in Vietnamese. In Vietnamese the situation type categories include 

Accomplishments (e.g. vi t m t b c th  (�‘write a letter�’), óng m t cái gh  (�‘make a 

chair�’)), Achievements (e.g. ch t (�‘die�’), b t u (�‘begin�’), ph t t t (�‘blow out�’)) , 

Activities (e.g. b i (�‘swim�’), ch y (�‘run�’), nh y (�‘dance�’), c sách (�‘read�’)), and States 
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(e.g. yêu (�‘love�’), bu n (�‘be sad�’), hi u (�‘understand�’), bi t (�‘know�’)) including 

generalizing States (e.g. �‘m t tr i m c ng ông�’ (�‘the sun rises in the East�’)), and each 

situation type shares similar temporal properties as the corresponding one does in other 

languages (Cao 1998, Nguyen 2006). That means Accomplishments and Achievements 

have natural endpoints and in the non-progressive (i.e. when they are presented without 

the progressive aspectual ang) they are telic and bounded, unless there is explicit 

information that imposes a shifted interpretation. Activities and States, on the other hand, 

have no natural endpoints, thus atelic and unbounded in nature, unless made telic and 

bounded by explicit temporal information. 

We take it that the characteristic temporal features of narrative, i.e., an account of 

past experiences in which eventualities are temporally related to each other and events 

are presented in a chronological order, are the same across languages. Since narrative is 

an account of experiences that are taken to have occurred in some past world, the 

temporal location of the eventualities is past, which constrains that Accomplishments 

and Achievements are bounded and telic.  

We now make our predictions about the generalized principles for interpreting 

temporal relations between minimally two eventualities in Vietnamese as follows. 

17. Generalized principles for interpretation of temporal relations between e  and e  in 

Vietnamese: 

a. e e /e  O e  (temporal inclusion/overlap) if e  is an Accomplishment or 

Achievement AND e  is a State or Activity. 

b. e  O e  (temporal overlap) if both e  and e  are States or Activities. 

c. e  < e  (temporal succession) if both e  and e  are Accomplishments or 

Achievements. 

d. States are taken to also include those expressed by the perfect aspectual 

markers ã/ ã�…r i, ch a, ( ã) t ng, v a/v a m i and xong and negation. 

e. Activities are taken to also include those expressed by the progressive 

aspectual markers ang/v n/v n còn/v n ang 
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f. Other temporal information overrides a, b, and c. This information is expressed 

by temporal adverbials and other lexical items that have temporal references; or is 

plausibly inferred by rhetorical relations and world knowledge.  

The principles (a), (b), (c), and (f) are similar to the principles (a), (b), (c), and (e) 

generalized for the English narrative pattern. The constraint of the Temporal Schema 

Principle provides that States and Activities in Vietnamese, like in English, are 

unbounded, atelic and Accomplishments and Achievements are bounded, telic. And as 

such, States and Activities are taken to temporally overlap unbounded, atelic events as 

well as overlap bounded telic events (i.e. Accomplishments and Achievements), while 

Accomplishments and Achievements are taken to sequence bounded, telic events. 

Departures from these interpretations require additional explicit information that can be 

expressed by temporal adverbials or inferred by the context or world knowledge, as also 

stated earlier for the English. The aspectual markers ã/ ã�…r i, ch a, ( ã) t ng, 

v a/v a m i and xong/xong r i, as discussed earlier, convey the resultative states of 

events, which hold at the narrative time, so situations that are expressed by these 

aspectual markers are taken as States. 

5   The empirical study 

For the purpose of the study, 40 excerpts (each around 100 words in length) taken from 

two novels and two short stories in Vietnamese were analyzed. The short stories used in 

the study are �“M t Chi u Xa Thành Ph �” (�‘An Evening Away from the City�’) by Lê 

Minh Khuê and �“T ng V  H u�” (�‘The General Retires�’) by Nguy n Huy Thi p and the 

two novels are �“Ti u Thuy t Vô �” (�‘Novel Without a Name�’) by D ng Thu H ng 

and �“N i Bu n Chi n Tranh�” (�‘The Sorrow of the War�’) by B o Ninh. The whole data 

corpus is about 8,000 words in length, containing 965 clauses. For the purpose of the 

study a clause is recognized as having a verb representing a situation. 

Procedure: Each clause was coded for: situation type (Accomplishment, 

Achievement, Activity, State), explicit aspectual marker, and temporal adverbial. 

Contextual information was also taken into consideration. The rhetorical relations 

between eventualities were elicited from the context and pragmatic inference. 

The results showed that our predictions were borne out. There was a tendency for 

temporal inclusion/overlap interpretation to obtain when an Accomplishment or 
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Achievement was followed by a State or an Activity, or when both clauses contained a 

State or an Activity, unless the context made it explicit that the State or Activity was 

bounded or telic. On the other hand, when both clauses contained an Accomplishment or 

Achievement, they tended to be understood as following each other. Details are 

presented in the following section. 

6   Interpretation of temporal relations in Vietnamese narrative 

We discuss our results according to the predictions of the generalized principles for the 

interpretation of temporal relations we made for Vietnamese in Section 4. Our first 

prediction is that if e  is an Accomplishment or Achievement AND e  is an Activity or 

State, then the two eventualities are interpreted to temporally overlap or be included, 

unless the context conveys information to the contrary. Recall that Activities include 

those expressed by the progressive aspectual markers ang/v n/v n còn/v n ang and 

States by perfect aspectual markers ã (r i), ( ã) t ng, ch a, (v a) m i and xong (r i). 

Each clause is presented separately and is marked with the subscript e, followed by a 

numeral for easy reference at the beginning of each clause. The interpretation is our own, 

checked with competent native speakers of Vietnamese. A literal translation is provided 

as a rough guide, followed by the English translation that most closely conveys the 

meaning as expressed in the Vietnamese. The first example was taken from the short 

story �“The General Retires�” (p. 31). 

(18). (e1)  ông C  cùng v i ông B ng v t bùn d i ao�…,   

Mr Co together with Mr Bong clean mud in pond 

 (e2) b ng th y m t cái ít chum n i lên.      

suddenly see one CL bottom jar emerge   

 (e3) Hai ông hì h c  ào,       

3PL eagerly dig 

 (e4) l i  th y m t cái ít  chum n a...   

Again see one CL bottom  jar more 

�“Mr Co and Mr Bong cleaned/were cleaning mud in the pond, suddenly they 

saw the bottom of a jar emerging. The two men dug eagerly and saw the 

bottom of another jar�” 

Temporal relations of the eventualities in (18) are as follows: e2  e1; e4  e3; e1 < e2 
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The first clause (e1) contains an Activity [Mr Co and Mr Bong clean mud in the 

pond]. The second eventuality (e2) (the discovery of the first jar) is an Achievement and 

we understand it to occur during the cleaning, or in other words, as being included in the 

eventuality of cleaning. The same holds between e3 (dig) and e4 (see the second jar), i.e. 

the discovery of the second jar is understood to happen during the digging. The two 

eventualities thus also temporally overlap.  

The following, taken from the novel �“The Sorrow of War�’ (p. 72), is another 

example that illustrates the interpretation of temporal overlap between events and states. 

(19). (e1) M t th i gian sau, khi Kiên nh p ng     

Some time later, when Kien join army    

(e2) H nh ã vào thanh niên xung phong    

Hanh PERF join Volunteer Youth Brigade 

 (e3) Ngày Kiên ch  v ,        

When Kien return,   

(e4) bu ng ch  ã có ng i khác .    

room 3SG PERF have someone else live 

�“Some time later, when Kien joined the army, Hanh had already joined the 

Volunteer Youth Brigade. When Kien returned, Someone else had occupied 

her room�” 

The first two clauses in (19) are event clauses (both Achievements), but the 

presence of the aspectual marker ã in (e2) gives this situation a perfect meaning, 

indicating that the eventuality of Hanh�’s joining the Volunteer Youth Brigade occurred 

before Kien joined the army. Achievements presented with the perfect aspectual marker 

ã receive the temporal feature values of States. The result state of (e2) coincides with 

the reference time (in Rachenbachian meaning; Kamp and Reyle (1993) call this 

�‘temporal perspective point�’) introduced by (e1). The two eventualities thus temporally 

overlap. In (e3) we have another event, an Achievement, whereas in (e4) another State. 

The temporal relation between (e3) and (e4) is the same as that between (e1) and (e2). The 

following summarizes the temporal relations between the eventualities in (19). 



Thanh Ngo 
�‘Interpretation of temporal relations in narrative in tenseless languages:  

The case of Vietnamese�’

2010

UWA Linguistics Working Papers | Volume 2, 1-35 21 
 

Temporal relations between eventualities in (19): E (e2) < R (e1); E (e4) < R 

(e3); Sresult (e2) O (e1); Sresult (e4) O (e3) => e1 O e2; e3 O e4; e1 < e3 (Note: E: event 

time; R: reference time; Sresult: result state) 

The narrative texts we examined contained many clauses denoting a State or an 

Activity. Many paragraphs contained only States and/or Activities. It was not unusual to 

find passages that ran a couple of pages and where no inference of temporal progression 

was possible. The next example, taken from the short story �“An Evening Away from the 

City�” (p. 290), illustrates the interpretation of temporal overlap between eventualities 

conveyed by States and/or Activities. 

(20). (e1)Tân nhìn th y cái dây ph i y tã vàng .  

Tan see   CL clothes line full of diaper yellow-

stained  

 (e2) M t ng i àn bà tóc húi cao ang hí húi   sân. 

One CL woman hair tied up high PROG busy herself in yard 

 (e3) Cái áo ch  ta m c ch  cài có hai khuy trên c . 

CL blouse 3SG wear only fasten only two button up neck 

 (e4) Tà  áo  phanh ra      

Flap blouse  open  

 (e5) ph i c  m ng b ng tr ng.      

Reveal whole CL belly white       

(e6) Qu n x  t  g u lên n g i.    

Pant tear from cuff up to knee 

 (e7) ôi gu c  thì th t k  c c,     

Pair wooden clog be very strange 

 (e8) m t chi c r t cao, quai xanh.     

one CL very high, strap green  

 (e9) Chi c kia mòn v t góc, quai vàng.    

CL  other worn flat heel, strap yellow  

 (e10) Ch  ta i l i trên  sàn,      

3SG walk around  yard,  

 (e11) dáng cà nh c vì ôi gu c.      

limp  due to pair wooden clog 
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�“Tan saw a clothes line full of yellow-stained diapers. A woman with her 

hair tied up high was doing something in the front yard. The blouse she 

wore/was wearing had only two upper buttons done. The flap of the blouse was 

left open, revealing her white belly. Her pants had a tear from the cuff to the 

knee. Her wooden clogs were very strange, one had high heel with green strap. 

The other was worn with flat heel and yellow strap. She walked/was walking 

around the yard, limping due to the clogs�” 

Example (20) begins with an Achievement clause, then continues with a series of 

Stative or Activity clauses. All the eventualities from (e2) to (e11) are States or Activities, 

describing the appearance of the woman introduced in the second clause and what she is 

doing. All these appearance features are understood to be captured at the time Tan saw 

the woman. They are all simultaneous, or in other words, they all temporally overlap 

each other.  

Temporal relations between eventualities in (20):  

e1 O e2; e2 O e3; e3 O e4; e4 O e5; e5 O e6; e6 O e7; e7 O e8; e8 O e9; e9 O e10; e10 O e11 

Interpretation of temporal overlap between States or States and Activities is 

illustrated also in the following example, taken from the novel �“Novel Without a Name�” 

(p. 104).  

(21). (e1)Tôi i th ng  v  nhà,     

1SG walk straight to home 

 (e2) c u tr i kh n ph t ng g p ai.     

pray to God  not meet anyone 

 (e3) Tôi ang au b ng mu n ch t!     

1SG PROG stomach-ache want die 

 (e4) May thay, ng làng  v ng teo.    

Luckily,   road village  deserted 

 (e5) L  tr   ã dong trâu  v  chu ng   

Children  PERF   bring buffalo  to shed 

 (e6) và   m i nhà ang xáo xác chun b  b a c m t i 

      and every home PROG hastily  prepare CL dinner 
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�“I walked/was walking straight towards home, praying to God not too meet 

anyone. I had a terrible stomach-ache. Luckily the village road was 

deserted. The children had already brought buffalos home and at every 

home people were preparing dinner�” 

The first clause in (21) is an interesting example of how the information from the 

context and pragmatic inference determines the interpretation of the verb and its 

argument. If this clause was presented out of the blue, with no other information from the 

context, the situation could be understood to be that of an Accomplishment, a telic event. 

In this context, however, the situation presented in (e1) has to be interpreted to be an 

ongoing Activity (hence in English translation the preposition �‘toward�’ is added), i.e. the 

protagonist is understood to be in progress of walking home, during which (e2) to (e6) 

occur or are observed. In details, we understand that while the protagonist is walking 

towards home, he is praying not to meet anyone on the way, because he is having a very 

bad stomach-ache. ( ote that (e3) can be identified as being related to (e2) by the relation 

of Explanation; i.e., (e3) gives the reason for the protagonist not wanting to meet anyone 

on his way home).  The presence of the progressive aspectual marker ang emphasizes 

that the state of the stomach-ache holds persistently throughout his trip home (indeed, as 

revealed later, upon reaching home he goes straight to the toilet (an earth closet that is 

built outside the house) before entering the house and meeting anybody). Clause (e1) thus 

temporally overlaps (e2) and (e3). 

Clauses (e4), (e5), and (e6) are what the protagonist observes on his way home.  

(e4) contains a State which describes the state of affair of the village road. (e5) and (e6) 

seem to explain why the road was deserted. They are related to (e4) also by the relation 

of Explanation.  ote the presence of the perfect aspectual marker ã in (e5) and the 

progressive aspectual marker ang in (e6). The use of ã in (e5) explicitly indicates that 

the bringing of the buffaloes home took place before the reference time which is 

unspecified in this context but is assumed to coincide with the narrative time. The result 

state of (e5) temporally overlaps the other eventualities. In (e6) ang conveys the on-

going of the preparation of dinner at every house. The buffaloes had been driven home 

and everybody was preparing dinner at home, as a result of which the village road was 

quiet. The pattern of temporal relations between eventualities in (21) is similar to that in 

(20). 
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Temporal relations between eventualities in (21):  

  (e1) O (e2); (e2) O (e3); (e3) O (e4); (e4) O (e5); (e5) O e6  

Our third prediction, that (e ) is interpreted as following (e ) if both eventualities are 

Accomplishments or Achievements, is supported, as exemplified in (22), taken from the 

novel �“ ovel Without a  ame�” (p. 82). 

(22). (e1) �…l ng l   cùng  i t i c ng tr m. 

�…silently together walk to gate centre 

 (e2) ào Ti n  thò tay qua  khe h ,   

Dao Tien slid hand through gap 

 (e3) y cây ch t bên trong.     

lift up CL latch inside  

 (e4) Ông m  c a cho tôi i qua    

He open gate for 1SG go past 

 (e5) r i óng l i nh  c .     

Then close again as before 

 (e6) Chúng tôi i v  phía  gian phòng cu i.   

1PL  walk to  CL room last  

�“�…silently we walked together to the gate. Dao Tien slid hid hand through 

the gap, lifted up the latch. He opened the gate for me to go past, then 

closed it behind. We walked to the last room�” 

All of the eventualities in (22) are either Accomplishments or Achievements, or 

in other words, they are all telic events. Calling upon our world knowledge, it is natural 

to understand that they follow each other in the order they are presented. The rhetorical 

relations between the events are clearly that of  arration. For example, we naturally 

understand that in (22) they had to reach the gate before Dao Tien slid his hand through 

the gap and his hand had to be through the gap before he could lift up the latch. 

Similarly, the closing of the gate is saliently understood to occur after the opening. The 

sequential interpretation between these two events, (e5) and (e6), is reinforced by the 

anaphoric (or relational) temporal adverb r i (�‘then�’).  

Temporal relations between eventualities in (22) can summarized as follows: 

 (e1) < (e2); (e2) < (e3); (e3) < (e4); (e4) < (e5); (e5) < (e6) 
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Below is another example, also taken from the novel �“ ovel Without a  ame�” (p. 105). 

(23). (e1) R a m t xong,      

Wash face finish 

 (e2) tôi l i g c cau 

1SG go to tree betel 

 (e3) l y ba lô, 

grab backpack   

 (e4) r i vào nhà.     

Then enter house 

�“After washing my faced, I went to the betel tree, grabbed my packback, 

then entered the house�” 

The first clause in (23) contains the aspectual marker xong (�‘finish�’). Recall that this 

aspectual marker, as has been demonstrated in various researches on Vietnamese 

aspectual markers, conveys the perfect meaning (see, for example, Cao (1998) and 

 guyen (2006)). Thus, the situation that contains xong is normally considered as a State. 

It has to be noted though that this conclusion has been drawn from examining sentences 

in natural everyday conversation.  one of the research has examined the aspectual 

meaning of xong, as well as the other Vietnamese aspectual markers, in narrative 

discourse, or in any genres of texts for that matter). In narrative, as example (23) shows, 

xong explicitly conveys the perfective meaning. It focuses on the completion of the 

eventuality. In this situation it emphasizes that the endpoints of the Accomplishment 

[r a m t] (�‘wash the face�’) was reached before the protagonist made his way to the betel 

tree. Like in example (22), the events in (23) are also related by the rhetorical relation of 

Narration. It is naturally understood that right after the protagonist finished washing his 

face, he went to the betel tree, and upon reaching the betel tree, he grabbed his backpack, 

and after that he came into the house. The use of the anaphoric temporal adverb r i 

(�‘then�’) reinforces the sequential interpretation between (e3) and (e4). The temporal 

relations between eventualities in (23) are the same those in (22). 

Temporal relations between eventualities in (23): 

 (e1) < (e2); (e2) < (e3); (e3) < (e4) 



Thanh  go 
�‘Interpretation of temporal relations in narrative in tenseless languages:  

The case of Vietnamese�’

2010

UWA Linguistics Working Papers | Volume 2, 1-35 26 
 

The sequential interpretation of telic events in the following example, taken from the 

novel �“The Sorrow of War�” (p. 52), is not so straightforward.  

(24). (e1) Kiên buông  bút,     

Kien put down pen 

 (e2) a tay  t t  ng n èn bàn    

with hand turn off  CL lamp table  

 (e3) kh  y gh  ra      

gently push chair out 

 (e4) ng d y,      

stand up 

 (e5) l ng l  n bên c a s .     

quietly walk to window 

�“Kien put down the pen, turned off the reading lamp, gently pushed the 

chair out, stood up, quietly walked to the window�” 

In (24) we have a series of events, with no aspectual markers or temporal 

adverbials. Using our knowledge of the world about whether the events can occur at the 

same time, it seems, one possible interpretation about the temporal relations between the 

first three events is that one can do all the three things presented in (e1) to (e3) 

simultaneously, i.e. one can at the same time put down the pen with one hand, turn off 

the lamp with the other hand, and push the chair out with the legs. However, this 

interpretation does not seem to be the most plausible one. All the three events are 

Achievements. The Principle of Temporal Schema constrains that Accomplishments and 

Achievements are intrinsically bounded and telic. With no explicit information to the 

contrary, they are most likely to be understood to happen in sequence. Also, recall that 

the primary requirement of a well-informed narrative, and we assume that the narrator 

observes the characteristics of the temporal structure of narrative, is that the events be 

presented �“with their chronological order directly reflected in the order of presentation�” 

(Comrie, 1985, p. 28). The most plausible interpretation, therefore, is that the above 

events follow one another in that order. The rhetorical relation between these events is 

 arration. Following along the same line, we can argue that the temporal relation 

between events (e3) to (e4) and that between (e4) and (e5) are that of succession. Our 

world knowledge also supports the sequential interpretation of these events. It is highly 
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impossible that one can push the chair out, stand up, and walk to the window all at once. 

The interpretation of the temporal relations between the events (Accomplishments and/or 

Achievements) is succession, in accord with our predictions.  

In our generalized principles for the interpretation of temporal relations we state that 

explicit information, from the context or pragmatic inference, overrides the principles. 

The following examples, both taken from the novel �“ ovel Without a  ame�” (p. 147 and 

56, respectively), illustrate this. 

(25). a.(e1)Tôi i ào ào  nh  ma u i,    

1SG walk impetuously like ghost chase,  

(e2) Ch ng n a gi  sau,  

About half hour later,   

hi n hi n tr c  m t tôi m t t m b ng g  

appear  in front of  eye 1SG one CL board wooden  

(e2) Tôi d ng l i�…       

 1SG stop�… 

�“I walked impetuously as if being chased by a ghost. About half an hour 

later I saw a wooden board. I stopped�…�” 

b.(e1) Kh n xong,    

Pray finish 

 (e2) lòng tôi nh  nhõm.   

Gut 1SG feel relaxed 

�“Having prayed, I felt relaxed in my gut�” 

Example (25a) illustrates how the context influences the interpretation of the 

temporal relation between an Activity and an Achievement. The first clause of this 

example contains an Activity and second clause an Achievement. Recall that our first 

prediction is that if one clause contains an Activity or State and the other an 

Accomplishment or Achievement, then the temporal relation between them is that of 

inclusion or overlap. This prediction was borne out as illustrated in (20) and (21) above. 

In (25a), however, the presence of the temporal adverbial ch ng n a gi  sau (�‘about half 

an hour later�’) changes the Activity [walk] into a bounded event, bounded to the right. 

The Activity is interpreted to last for half an hour and stopped when the protagonist saw 
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the wooden board. This interpretation is reinforced by the third clause [stop]. The 

temporal relation between (e1) and (e2) is, therefore, succession.  

In (25b), the aspectual marker xong (see the discussion about the example (23) 

above) gives the first clause a perfective meaning and thus turning the Activity [pray] 

into a bounded event. The State [feel relaxed] presented in the second clause is 

understood to be the result of finishing the praying. The two eventualities are related by 

the rhetorical relation of Result, which enables temporal progression. The aspectual 

marker xong and pragmatic assumption override our second generalized principle which 

states that if both clauses contain a State or an Activity, then the temporal relation 

between them is that of inclusion. As this example shows, explicit information can 

render temporal succession between an Activity and a State.  

But contextual information can also infer a sequential interpretation between a 

telic event and an Activity, as shown in (26); this example is extracted from example 

(18). 

(26).(e1) b ng th y m t cái ít  chum n i lên.  

suddenly see one CL bottom  jar emerge   

 (e2) Hai ông hì h c  ào, 

3PL eagerly dig 

�“suddenly they saw the bottom of a jar emerging. The two men dug eagerly�” 

In (18) earlier we discussed that the discovery of the jar (presented in this 

example as (e1)) occurred during the cleaning of the pond. Clause (e2) is an Activity. 

This Activity seems to be the result of the finding of the first jar, which is thought to 

have been buried with valuables. In other words, it seems the finding of the jar gives rise 

to the digging (in hope of finding more jars). The Activity thus receives an inceptive 

interpretation and is interpreted to follow the event of finding the jar. This interpretation 

is typically arises from pragmatic inference.  

7   Summary and discussion 

As demonstrated in Section 6, the main patterns of interpretation of temporal relations 

between eventualities in the Vietnamese texts are as follows: 
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(a). Temporal inclusion/overlap between the two eventualities obtains if both of 

them are States or Activities, or if one eventuality is a State or an Activity and the other 

is an Accomplishment or Achievement. 

(b). Temporal succession is interpreted if both of the eventualities are 

Accomplishments or Achievements. 

(c). Eventualities that contain the progressive aspectual markers ang/v n/v n 

còn/v n ang and the perfect aspectual markers ã/ ã�…r i, ( ã) t ng, ch a, v a/v a 

m i are consistently interpreted to temporally overlap sequenced events. 

(d). The aspectual marker xong, in narrative, conveys the perfective viewpoint. 

The presence of this aspectual marker in a clause imposes a sequential interpretation on 

the situation represented in the clause, be it a state or an event.  

The first three patterns (a), (b), and (c) conform to our predictions. It should be 

noted that the first two principles resemble the principles we generalized for interpreting 

temporal relations in English. The last pattern (d) is an interesting finding. It may shed 

some light on the debate on the aspectual meaning of xong. It seems essential to examine 

the aspectual meaning of the Vietnamese aspectual markers in conjunction with the 

mode of discourse in which they are used. In narrative at least, as found in the texts we 

examined, xong can convey the perfective viewpoint and renders that the eventuality that 

is presented by xong is sequenced to the preceding eventuality. The situations that can be 

used with xong, as found in this study, included Activities and Accomplishments. Cao 

(1998), in his discussion on the use of this aspectual marker in deixis, also asserts that 

xong cannot be used with States and Achievements. In our data corpus we found 15 

instances of xong, nine of which were Activities. The following examples further 

demonstrate the contribution of xong to the sequential interpretation of situations in 

narrative texts. 

(27) a. n xong, cô bé u ng trà (Sorrow of War, p.77) 

Eat finish, girl drink tea 

After the girl ate, she drank tea 

b. T m   xong, b ng ói c n cào ( ovel Without a  ame, p. 

154) 

Shower (bath) finish, tummy hungry very 
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�“After the bath/shower, [I] felt hungry�” 

c. Chôn c t xong, m i ng i v   nhà (The General Retires, p. 

25) 

Bury finish, everybody go back home 

�“After the burial, everybody came back home�” 

The first clauses in both (27a) and (27b) express an Activity and both contain 

xong. The aspectual xong conveys the completion of the Activities [eat] and 

[shower/bath] (Vietnamese does not have distinctive words for �‘shower�’ and �‘bath�’; both 

are referred to as t m) before another eventuality occurs. Xong seems to imply a 

temporal boundary to the Activities and marks the end of the temporal boundary, and 

thus renders the Activities bounded (to the right). The Activity [drink tea] presented in 

the second clause of (a), due to the boundedness of the Activity in the first clause, also 

receives an inceptive reading, while the State [be hungry] in the second clause of (b) is 

interpreted as inchoative. Interpretation of temporal succession thus arises for the 

temporal relations between the eventualities in (a) and those in (b). These examples also 

further illustrate contexts where explicit information overrides the interpretation of 

temporal overlap between States and Activities, as discussed earlier. 

In (c) xong is used with an Accomplishment. Both clauses in (c) express a telic 

event. Without xong, they would still be understood to follow each other. The presence 

of xong seems to emphasize that the endpoints of the event [bury] are reached before 

everybody comes back home. It might also imply that the coming back home follows 

straight after the burial. 

There were not many instances of aspectual markers used in the selected texts. A 

total of only 47 occurrences were found. That averages one aspectual marker every 20 

clauses, or about 5% of clauses. The most frequently used aspectual marker is 

ã/ ã�…r i, with 29 occurrences, amounting 61%. This aspectual marker was found to be 

used with all situation types. In all the clauses in which ã is used, it conveys the 

resultative aspect meaning. It was consistently found that the clauses containing ã do 

not introduce a new reference time. When ã occurred in a clause, it conveyed the result 

state of the event expressed by ã, and this result state is understood to temporally 

overlap the event preceding or following it. 
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The contribution of temporal adverbials to the interpretation of temporal relations 

between eventualities in narrative was variable. They occurred more frequently than 

aspectual markers, with a total of 72 instances. The temporal adverbial that has the most 

explicit influence on temporal sequential interpretation was r i (�‘then�’) when appearing 

in clause-initial position (see examples (22) and (23) above). This temporal adverbial 

functions to progress the narrative time in the same way as the English anaphoric 

temporal adverb �‘then�’ in clause-initial or clause-medial position, in which it is 

understood that the event in the �‘then�’ clause follows the event in the clause preceding 

the �‘then�’ clause (Thompson, 1999).  ineteen occurrences of r i were found.  

A majority of temporal adverbials (44) found in the texts were locating adverbials 

(LA). This is an average of one locating adverbial every 22 clauses. They mostly 

occurred in IP Adjunct position (sentence modifier). In this position, as Vieu et al. (2005) 

point out, LAs �“introduce a temporal setting in which not only the first clause, but all the 

others are evaluated�” (p. 181).  LA in IP-Adj position is thus called a �“discourse frame�” 

or a �“frame introducer�”. Cao (1998) has a similar observation about the role of locating 

adverbials in Vietnamese discourse. According to him, when a temporal adverbial 

appears in the first sentence in a paragraph, it can frame the time of all the related 

sentences in the paragraph. This observation was reinforced in our study. We found that 

every occurrence of a LA introduces a new episode and the LA sets the time frame for 

the episode. LAs do not seem to play a particular role in the interpretation of temporal 

relations between eventualities. The following example illustrates the use of LAs, as 

found in this study. The example was taken from the short story �“The General Retires�” 

(p. 21). 

(28).  Hôm th  b y m   tôi b ng  ng i d y c. 

On Saturday   mother 1SG suddenly sit up able 

i  l ng th ng m t mình ra v n.  

Walk  leisurely alone  in garden 

n c c m�…  

Eat able rice 

Hai hôm sau, m   tôi n m li t,  

Two day later, mother  1SG embedded 

l i  b  n, 
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again  stop eat 

l i  i ngoài  nh  c . 

again  have diarrhea  like before  

�“On Saturday my mother suddenly got up. She walked leisurely alone in the 

garden. She could eat again... Two days later my mother was embedded. She 

again rejected foods and had diarrhoea like she had before�” 

In (28) we have two episodes, each introduced by a LA. The first episode is 

introduced by the LA �‘on Saturday�’ which sets the time frame for the three events, [get 

up], [walk in the garden], and [be able to eat]. The understanding is that all the three 

events occurred on that Saturday. The sequential interpretation between [get up] and 

[walk in the garden] does not arise from the LA, but from pragmatic inference, which 

makes it feasible to interpret that the mother has to be out of bed before she can go for a 

walk in the garden. The State of being able to eat is understood to hold throughout the 

Saturday and even extends beyond it. The second episode is introduced by the LA �‘two 

days later�’. This LA sets the time frame for the three events, [be embedded], [reject 

foods], and [have diarrhoea]. They are all unbounded and atelic and are understood to 

temporally overlap.  

8   Conclusion 

In this paper we have discussed the interpretation of temporal relations between 

eventualities in narrative discourse in Vietnamese, a tenseless language, which does not 

have tense and only optionally marks aspect. As we have shown, Accomplishments and 

Achievements with zero aspectual marking are generally understood to be sequenced to 

each other. States and Activities are saliently interpreted to temporally overlap each other 

as well as Accomplishments and Achievements unless explicit information turns them 

into bounded or inceptive/inchoative situations. In generalizing the principles for 

temporal interpretation of eventualities in narrative texts we invoked the Temporal 

Schema Principle, which constrains that Accomplishments and Achievements are 

bounded, telic, and States and Activities are unbounded, atelic. We also called upon the 

Simplicity Principle of Interpretation, which constrains that the temporal relation 

between two telic, bounded events is succession while the temporal relation between a 

telic, bounded event and an atelic, unbounded event and that between two atelic, 

unbounded events are overlap or inclusion. This is because this interpretation requires 
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minimum information, and departure from this interpretation requires additional explicit 

information. 

We have demonstrated that the generalized principles for interpreting temporal 

relations between eventualities in Vietnamese narrative are similar to those in English, a 

language in which tense and viewpoint aspect are obligatory in sentences. In both 

languages the interpretation of temporal relations in narrative discourse requires the 

combination of information that comes from various sources including, but not limited 

to, viewpoint aspect, situation aspect, context, rhetorical relations, and world knowledge, 

of which information conveyed by aspectual viewpoint and situation types is the key to 

the interpretation of temporal relations. Even though the principles for the interpretation 

of temporal relations between eventualities in two languages are similar, the way in 

which temporal if is expressed differs. While in English viewpoint aspect is explicitly, 

obligatorily marked grammatically, thus allowing a lesser degree of dependence on 

pragmatic knowledge, in Vietnamese, on the other hand, aspect marking is realized 

lexically and is optional (hence is rare), thus constant consideration of contexts and 

pragmatic knowledge in the interpretation is required.  

The fact that there are striking similarities in the principles for interpreting 

temporal relations between eventualities in narrative between a tensed language like 

English and a tenseless language like Vietnamese is because in narrative tense does not 

play a particular role in the sequencing of eventualities. It just conveys continuity. 

Further research is needed to find out if the principles proposed in this study for 

interpreting temporal relations between eventualities in narrative discourse hold in other 

tenseless languages. 
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Abstract1 
This paper is based on a presentation given in a UWA Linguistics Department seminar 
in December 2008 and minor changes have been made after its application during field 
research in 2009-2010. In this paper, I explain the significance and originality of my 
study in terms of subject, setting, aspect, and instrument. The study focuses on children’s 
language in a bilingual setting: ethnic language and national language in East Java. The 
study is comprehensive because the goals cover three major aspects, namely: children’s 
language proficiency, language choice, and language attitudes. Moreover, these three 
aspects have been investigated in three different locations: a big city, a small town, and 
a village. As children were the subjects of the study, the way to elicit the data was 
designed in an innovative way such that the children’s interest could be accommodated. 
Some of the instruments for language proficiency and language choice were produced in 
colourful and comic-strip pictures so as to bring the real world to the children’s 
dimension. Instruments for language attitudes were carefully designed so as to make 
children feel they were not being the subjects of the study. A role play performance was 
used as the guise, and two types of questionnaires written in Javanese and Indonesian 
were provided as the behaviour/attitude measurement.  
 

1 Introduction 

Lipoliwa (1981), Halim (1976), and Rosidi (1976) estimate that there are more than 400 

ethnic languages in Indonesia, while  Sneddon (2003) estimates that there are or 550-714 

and the most widely spoken of these is Javanese, amounting to 40% of the total 

population (Oglobin, 2005). Since Indonesian was introduced as the language of the 

nation in 1928, the use of Indonesian has increased, while the use of other languages in 

Indonesia, including Javanese, has decreased. A number of studies have been concerned 

about the amount of language shift that has occurred as a result of the increasing use of 

Indonesian (Florey 1990, Kumanireng 1994, Rumbewas 1994, and Setiawan 2001). 

Some of these studies have focussed on the documentation of language use (e.g. 

Kartomihardjo 1981, Errington 1985; 1988), others on social norms (e.g. Alip 1993), 

while others have been concerned with language attitudes (e.g. Suharsono 1995; 2004) 

and code-switching (Goebel 2005).   

The above studies have focussed on the language use of youths and adults. This is 

typical of studies on language choice, language maintenance and shift worldwide 

(Fishman et al. 1971, Pilkington 1990, Holmes et al. 1993, Xia 1992, Plimmer 1994, and 

Young and M. Tran 1999). None of these studies considered children as their primary 

focus.  
                                            
1 My gratitude goes to my supervisors Prof. Alan Dench and Dr. Marinella Caruso who shared 
their expertise, Dr. Marie-Eve Ritz and Helen Renwick who have reviewed this paper.   
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Other studies, however, have investigated language use among children as their 

primary focus. Jones (1950) worked on language attitudes to Welsh among children of 

11-15 years of age. Sharp et al. (1973) undertook similar studies involving children of 

10-15 years of age, Garcia (1984) involved children aged 15-18 in a study of Castilian, 

Woorlard (1984) used a matched-guised technique for children aged 14-29 in Barcelona, 

Purchell (1984) used children aged 5-12 when studying code shifting in Hawai, Clyne 

(1998) looked at German immigrant children in Australia, Jones and Thornborrow 

(1999) recorded children aged 10-11 in South London, Tuominen (1999) studied Chinese 

immigrant children of primary school age in the USA, Rinstedt and Arronsson (2002) 

observed four toddlers and four children when studying Quichua, Cromdal (2004) 

observed school children aged 6-8.5 years old in Sweden, and  Macbeth (2004) used 

fourth grade students to study repair strategies in classroom correction. 

None of the above studies, however, focus on Indonesia, particularly Java. It is 

vitally important to investigate the changes in language use/choice amongst children 

especially in Indonesia where the education of the children is one of the primary means 

by which language policy has been implemented.  

For this reason, the present research focused on the language use of Javanese 

school children 10-12 years old in East Java, Indonesia. Javanese ethnicity was chosen 

because they belong to the largest language group community in Indonesia. Fishman 

(1989) argues that population is a key criteria in language maintenance. It is, therefore, 

likely that of the languages spoken in Indonesia, Javanese would have the greatest 

chance of survival. However, if the children are in favour of using more Indonesian than 

Javanese, language shift is unavoidable. This research is important as it may have 

implications for language maintenance programs and language policy. 

The project had three related research goals to be addressed following the 

importance of the research described in above section, namely: 

1) To determine Javanese children’s language proficiency.  

2) To relate the influence of the children’s social network to their language choice.  

3) To reveal children’s attitudes towards Javanese language.  

In line with the above research goals, I proposed three hypotheses, namely: 

1) Javanese children who live in the village show the most positive language attitudes 

towards their ethnic language and they, therefore, have the highest language 



Slamet Setiawan                                                           
‘Studying the Children’s Language in a Bilingual Community in East Java:  

A discussion of methods’

2010

UWA Linguistics Working Papers | Volume 2, 36-59 39 
 

proficiency, and they choose the Javanese language when communicating with 

almost all interlocutors. 

2) Javanese children who live in the city show the least positive language attitudes 

towards their ethnic language and they, therefore, have the lowest language 

proficiency, and they rarely choose the Javanese language when communicating with 

interlocutors. 

3) The language behaviour (proficiency, choice, and attitudes) of Javanese children who 

live in the small town falls somewhere between children who live in the city and the 

village.  

Given these hypotheses, the issues raised in this paper are as follows: (1) What 

are the relations between the research questions/goals and the related literature? (2) What 

methods can be applied in the research? (3) What possible instruments can be employed 

to elicit the data? (4) How is the research strategy designed so as to answer each research 

question? (5) How are the subjects recruited? and (6) What are the expected outcomes of 

the research?       

The rest of the paper is devoted to addressing all the above questions. The 

discussion below is divided into four sections. The first section presents the reason why 

this research is worth doing. The second section explains the applied research method, 

instrument, and subject of the study. The expected outcome of the research is elaborated 

in section three, and is followed by conclusion in the last section. 

2 The importance of the research 

The introduction of Indonesian as the national language in the Pledge of Youth 1928 and 

its legalization in 1945 Constitution in which it is stated that bahasa negara ‘the state 

language’ is the Indonesian language (Bahasa Indonesia) created a new language 

situation in Indonesia, particularly in the Javanese community. Most Javanese people 

who used to speak only Javanese as a means of communication among community 

members are now bilinguals. This is a consequence of the use of the Indonesian language 

as the national language. Javanese children do not learn Javanese in school normally, 

because Javanese is only taught up to junior high school level (some schools do not even 

teach Javanese). Children do not speak Javanese in the classroom because Javanese is 

not a mainstream subject in all school levels any longer. The only time Javanese is used 
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is when students do not understand Indonesian. 

The importance of the present research on children’s language is based on the 

five following points: 

1) Children’s language in a bilingual community in relation to parents 

There may be families in which parents as decision makers apply rules including the use 

of language for their children at home. However, there may be families that give freedom 

to their children in choosing their language, or there may be families where no matter 

what language is chosen by the parents, the children keep using a language they like. 

This study hopes to be able to supply information on parents’ influence on children’s 

language. 

Holmes et al. (1993) argue that there is a relation between parents-children and 

home language. They state that one of the most important factors that contribute to 

minority language maintenance is the use of the ethnic language in the home domain. 

This means that parents play key roles in passing their ethnic language to their children. 

While all parents from a single language community take deliberate action to teach their 

children language skills, multilingual parents must be even more deliberate if they want 

their children to learn their native tongue.  Otherwise, children will only acquire the 

majority language. Tuominen (1999) finds that the children in the bilingual or 

multilingual families the potential to wield significant power over the languages that are 

spoken at home.  It seems that the children usually decide the home language in the 

families, even when ‘language rules’, favouring the native language, are applied by their 

parents. 

2)  Children’s language proficiency of Javanese and Indonesian  

Knowing children’s language proficiency in Javanese is necessary in order to know 

whether the children are still the speakers of their ethnic language. Children’s language 

proficiency may give a clue as to whether the Javanese language can be maintained or 

revitalized in the longer term. Moreover, the children’s language proficiency cannot be 

separated from the nature of languages. That is to say that although linguists claim that 

there is no language considered as a primitive language, it is true that a given language 

can be identified as a simple or a complex one in particular domains. This virtue of 

language may also affect children in choosing their preferred language.   
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It has been argued that learning Javanese is more difficult than Indonesian 

because Javanese has three speech levels which are not found in Indonesian. Siegel in 

Keeler (1984:xii) says that, “The hardest part of learning Javanese is learning how to 

switch from one speech level to another in accordance with a person’s status”. Each level 

has vocabulary forms that are different from one level to another. Errington (1985) adds 

that Javanese speech levels shows structural complexity on its own.  

3) Children’s attitudes towards Javanese language 

Children’s attitudes towards languages are important in revealing whether the Javanese 

language can be maintained/revitalized in the longer term. This is based on the fact that 

if a minority language is under a threat of a dominant language, as long as its speakers 

have positive attitudes towards their own language, the language can be 

maintained/revitalized (Holmes et al. 1993:15).   

The relation between language attitudes and maintenance can be seen in 

Suharsono’s study (1995) among youth in Jombang, East Java. He reported that almost 

all his respondents held more positive attitudes towards Javanese than towards 

Indonesian. Positive attitudes towards an indigenous language were also found in Davis’ 

(1998) and Dorian’s studies (1981) in the case of Cook Island Maori and Gaelic 

respectively. In both studies, almost all respondents expressed their positive attitudes 

towards their ethnic language. A more surprising fact can be found in Boyce’s study 

(1992) on Maori. Most respondents realized that their ethnic language was endangered, 

and therefore, they had positive attitudes towards it. They wanted their ancestors’ 

language to be with them.  Hence, positive attitudes, not surprisingly, can trigger actions 

that might be a path to maintaining indigenous language.   

4)   Children’s language related to their social network     

The activities of the Javanese community where children live play an important role in 

contributing to language choice. Children cannot be considered separately from the 

society where they belong. Their language, to a small or large extent, will be influenced 

by their friends, and people with whom they interact. Children cannot avoid this 

otherwise they would be isolated due to lack of communication, interaction, and social 

discourse comprehension.  
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This situation is illustrated in Fantini’s (1985) study. He recorded Mario (his 

bilingual subject) from when he was baby until he was six. He found that Mario’s 

language choice was influenced by whom he wanted to speak to. Mario used Spanish 

when speaking to his caretaker, English or Spanish at home, and English at other places. 

In other words, Spanish was mostly used in the home domain and English was used in 

others. In an earlier study (Setiawan 2001) I also found that people use Indonesian and 

Javanese depending on whom they speak to. In this study, the respondents reported that 

13 out of 19 interlocutors are addressed using Javanese while 6 are addressed using 

Indonesian. Javanese is mostly used when speaking to those with whom they have a 

close or intimate relationship, whereas Indonesian is used when they speak to 

professionals such as doctors, teachers, friends in the workplace, etc. Landry and Allard 

(1994) conducted a survey that involved students of 29 schools in Canada. They wanted 

to know their language choice, English or French, when communicating to different 

persons. The result shows, however, that there is no significant difference in using the 

two languages when speaking to different addressees in different settings. 

5)   Children’s language related to the place/area they live.    

Javanese people live widely spread almost all over the East Java province. They live in 

villages, small towns, and big cities. Children in each area may have different levels of 

proficiency, preferences, and attitudes towards languages. They may also have different 

social networks that influence their use of language. A similar scenario is used by 

Bilaniuk (2003:63) in her study. She investigated language patterns in three different 

areas (city, small town, and village) in the Ukraine. Errington (1988) used similar 

technique in his study of Javanese in Central Java. He used two different places to 

understand the language used among people in two hamlets, Gudhangan and Mulih. 

Ngom (2004) used similar term ‘urban’ and ‘rural/pure’ Wolof when he studied language 

choice in Senegal.   

Bilaniuk’s findings suggest that women living in the village showed the most 

positive attitudes towards their local language. Similar evidence is found in Errington’s 

study (1988). People of the upland village (Mulih) made stronger use of Javanese than 

those of the lowland village (Gudhangan), which is much closer to a city (Solo), and 

where people were more frequently in contact with city people. Ngom’s study on 
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Senegal (2004) confirms the evidence that locations where people live seemed to have 

influence to their language choice. Rural people preferred use ‘pure’ Wolof language: 

language that is free from French words. However, the urban people were in favour of 

using ‘urban’ Wolof.  Urban people believed that the ‘urban’ Wolof is a symbol of 

educated and modern while ‘pure’ Wolof is associated with unsophisticated, 

conservative, and traditional.  

The above explanation inspired the present research to elicit data tactically and to 

employ some instruments as triangulation. The detailed explanation can be found in 

section 2 below.   

 

3   Research Method, Instrument, and Subjects 

This study uses both quantitative and qualitative methods (see further Thomas 2003). 

This mixed approach was deemed appropriate given the goals of the study and its 

research questions. Quantitative data was needed to find out whether there was any 

statistical significance in the correlation between variables, for examples: the children’s 

language proficiency, choice, attitudes on one hand, and locations, gender, parents’ 

education; children’s language proficiency on the other. Qualitative data was also needed 

to help make sense of the quantitative data, i.e. reveal further information and sharpen 

the results provided by the quantitative data.    

 

3.1  Research Method and Instrument 

The following is the design of the method used to get the data so as to address the three 

research questions or goals as presented in the introductory section above. 

Question 1: Language Proficiency 

Quantitative Method (Self-report and Test) 

Self-Report 

Following Pietersen’s (1978) work on Frisian and Dutch and Setiawan (2001), the 

respondents were given the opportunity to report their four language skills in Javanese, 

Indonesian, and other language ability option simply by selecting one of four choices. 

The four choice questionnaires resemble a four point Likert scale avoiding the central 

tendency, namely:  ‘no ability’, ‘little ability’, ‘good ability’, and ‘very good ability’. 
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The values were used by Chrisp (2005:159) when working on intergenerational language 

transmission in Maori, New Zealand, but with different terms: ‘no proficiency’ (1), ‘little 

proficiency’ (2), ‘medium proficiency’ (3), and ‘high proficiency’ (4). See Table 1 

below.  

 
Table 1. Self-Report Language Proficiency for four language skills 
 
  

No 
 

Language 
Ability 

1 2 3 4 
1 Indonesian     
2 Javanese     

 

Test 

The most common instrument to measure language proficiency is a test. The present 

study is the first study on Javanese that employs the test to measure respondents’ 

language proficiency. As the study focused on subjects who lived in bilingual 

community, proficiency tests in both Javanese and Indonesian were organized. The test 

covers four language skills: listening, reading, speaking, and writing (see Figure 1 

below). To construct the test, working with language consultants of Javanese and 

Indonesian languages was needed. The types of the tests can be seen in the following 

table. 

 

Table 2.  Four language skills and type of Language Proficiency Test 

No Language Skill Type of Test 

1 Listening Question-response, short passages 

2 Reading Question-answer, short passages  

3 Speaking Telling a story based on serial pictures 

4 Writing Writing a story based on serial pictures 

 

The rubric for evaluation was developed using scale suggested by Oller (1979). The 

result measured of individuals’ language proficiency in Javanese and Indonesian. It also 

was used to confirm the respondents’ self-report of their language proficiency.  
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Qualitative Method (Observation) 

To get a real picture of the respondents’ language proficiency, observations were 

conducted (see Figure 1 below).  

Figure 1.  Design of method for language proficiency 
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This technique has been widely adopted by researchers. Rindstedt and Arronsson (2002) 

used audio-recording of play dialogues and followed the everyday lives of four toddlers 

and four children: two girls and two boys in their use of Quichua language; Cromdal 

(2004) used more than 10 hours of video-taping in Sweden where both English and 

Swedish were in use; Purcell (1984) had over 70 hours of children’s spontaneous 

conversation with each other, recorded over a five-month period at home and in school in 

a variety of self-selected groups and activities, observing General American English and 

Hawaian English; Macbeth (2004) recorded teacher-student conversation in San 

Francisco to observe repair strategies; Jones and Thornborow (2004) used recordings 

made by pupils themselves covering a range of activities over a school year in South 

London and South Wales. 

To observe the language situation in these classroom settings, three different 

classes - a Javanese, an Indonesian, and a social science classes - were attended. 

Moreover, in cooperation with the Javanese and Indonesian teachers, fun-filled learning 

activities were developed. Since the study involved children aged 10-12, the material and 

instruments which were developed were interesting ones. Children enjoyed doing the 

activities and so the data collected were expected to be natural. The result was a 

description of language proficiency and language use in the classroom.  

 

Question 2: Language Choice 

Quantitative Method (Questionnaires) 

Following Landry and Allard (1994), who worked with several communities in seven 

Canadian provinces, Setiawan (2001; 2009) working in Surabaya, East Java, 

questionnaires were given to Javanese children (see Figure 2 below). Unlike the previous 

questionnaires on language choice developed by researchers, the present study used 

‘comic-strip questionnaires’. This was inspired by Kubo’s work with Japanese subjects 

(2008) with some changes in terms of characters and drawings made to her instruments.  
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Figure 2.  Design of method for language choice  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Two identical comical pictures with three/four turn conversations were presented. 

One comical picture was in Javanese conversation, and the other was in Indonesian (see 

Figure 3 below). These ‘comic-strip questionnaires’ could create children’s interest and 

fun and avoid using direct questions to the children.  By using this technique, they did 

not realize that their language preference was being investigated.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

QUESTION 2 
(Language Choice) 

Following Kubo (2008) 
 
 Children like comics very 

much. 
 This technique is used to 

avoid boredom. 
 Pupils do not realize that 

their language choice is 
being investigated. 

SURVEY WITH 
“COMIC-STRIP 

QUESTIONNAIRES” 

QUANTITATIVE 
METHOD 
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Figure 3.  An example of colourful ‘comic-strip question’ 
 

1. You want a new bag from your parents, you will say…. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                         
                                         Kadang situasi        dan kadang situsai 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The conversations above are in Indonesian and Javanese and are equal in meaning. 
The English version of them is below. 
 
Girl  : Dad-Mom, will you buy me a new bag, please? 
Parents  : What’s wrong with yours? 
Girl  : The straps are all broken.

Pak/Bu, 
belikan tas. Kena apa tasmu? 

Talinya sudah 
putus semua.

Pak/Bu, 
tukokno tas. Kenek opo tasmu? 

Taline wis 
pedhot kabeh. 

 

1 2 

1 2 

          
        Sometimes situation       and sometimes situation   2 1

 
 

 

Another interesting aspect to the ‘comic-strip questionnaires’ is that the central 

character is suited to the respondent’s gender. Female students saw a female central 

character and similarly for the male students. The idea was that the respondent would 

identify with the main character and would feel that the main character in the comic was 

he himself or she herself. There were eleven ‘comic-strip questions’ given to children to 

resemble the interlocutors. See Figure 4 below.    
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Figure 4: Children’s social network 

 
Question 3: Language Attitudes 

Quantitative Method (Matched-Guised Technique)  

Garrett et al. (2003) describe many types of matched-guise technique to reveal 

respondents’ attitudes. The technique used in this research is not the original one 

designed by Lambert et al. (1960) and others (e.g. Woolard 1984, Garcia 1984, etc.), but 

one that has undergone some revision suggested by Bourhis and Giles (1976:16) based 

upon the success of their study of Welsh. Based on their results they suggest that, “It is 

evident then that studies using the matched-guise technique must now be carried out in a 
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range of more dynamic, interactive settings.”  

The guise in this research used a role play performed by groups of students. One 

group of students performed the role play in Javanese and another group performed the 

role play in Indonesian. As soon as the performance was over, children were given 

questionnaires, and later some of them were also interviewed.  

The role play as the guise is an innovative way combining and modifying the 

techniques used by Giles at al. (1975), Giles and Farrar (1979), Bourhis and Giles 

(1976), and Kristiansen (1997). The first two of these studies used face to face 

communication instead of tape recording or artificial taped stimulus material and the last 

two studies used naturally occurring setting (Garrett 2003:54) instead of listening to 

repetitive passages or prose under socially sterile, laboratory-type conditions. However, 

the last two studies used different terms: Bourhis and Giles (1976) used ‘language of 

cooperation’ and Kristiansen (1997) used ‘theatre audience method’ in real context 

situation.  

In Giles et al. (1975), the researchers came to the school and presented themselves 

as being from the psychology department, University College, Cardiff. One group of 

students aged 16 – 18 were addressed in RP (Received Pronunciation) and the other 

group in a Birmingham guise accent. After one and a half minutes talk, the students were 

asked to write their self-reported knowledge of and interest in psychology. After five 

minutes writing, the students were handed the 18-scale questionnaire about their 

judgement, opinion, and feeling about the speaker who had given the one and a half 

minute talk. In Giles and Farrar’s study (1979), a female experimenter called at homes in 

a middle-class housing estate in Crowthorne, Berkshire. She asked 96 housewives to 

complete a questionnaire which she would collect exactly 30 minutes later that day. The 

experimenter, who was bi-dialectal, spoke in RP (Received Pronunciation) to some 

subjects and in a Cockney accent to others.   

Other studies that used natural settings were done by Bourhis and Giles (1976) 

and Kritiansen (1997). The former used the term ‘language of cooperation’ and the latter 

used ‘theatre audience method’. Even though the terms are different, they are similar in 

the procedures. Bourhis and Giles (1976) used public announcements in theatre as the 

guise. The subjects were cinema-and theatre-goers, who made up two types of audiences:  

(1) an audience attending two films in English was assumed to reflect the language 
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situation in Cardiff, and to consist mainly of monolingual English speakers; (2) an 

audience attending a play staged in Welsh was assumed to consist of Welsh-English 

bilinguals. Both the films and the play were shown with an interval, and at the beginning 

of this interval the audiences were asked over the loudspeaker system to help plan future 

programs. To this end, they were required to obtain and complete a questionnaire form in 

the foyer and return these to the box-office. As the guise, the announcement spoken by a 

single speaker was taped in four different language varieties: (1) standard RP, (2) a broad 

South Wales-accented English, (3) a mild South Wales-accented English, and (4) 

Standard non-localized Welsh. These four announcement versions were presented to 

audiences on several nights, one version per night.  

Kristiansen (1997) used the same instrument as Bourhis and Giles but in a Danish 

setting. The announcement guise was spoken in four different accents: (1) standard, (2) 

mild-Zealand, (3) Copenhagen, and (4) broad Zealand. The experiment was conducted at 

eight performances each night for four nights. There were, therefore, 32 group audiences 

altogether. A different guise was transmitted each night. The questionnaire was placed 

on the stage at the front of the theatre. For the normal-length films, people were invited 

to collect the questionnaires after the film had finished, answer them and put them into a 

box by the stage. For double-length films, people were invited to fill out the 

questionnaire during the interval.  

The guise employed in this study is different from the above studies in the 

following respects: (1) The above studies used monologue either direct, face to face 

presentation or recorded voice presentation. This study used dialogue and direct, face to 

face presentation; (2) The previous studies required each person to judge only one guise, 

whereas this study required each person to judge two guises, and (3) The above studies, 

except Bourhis and Giles (1976), used questionnaires in one language. The present study 

provided questionnaires in two languages, Javanese and Indonesian, as Bourhis and Giles 

(1976) did in their study by using Welsh and English.   

Questionnaires in both Javanese and Indonesian were provided and were placed in 

separate places. Soon after the role-play performance, students chose the questionnaires 

they wanted to fill in. Knowing how many questionnaires were taken (either Javanese or 

Indonesian), language attitudes tendency of children could be detected. This behaviour 

was also used to judge the respondents’ language choice as well. 
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In the questionnaires (either in Javanese or Indonesian), several statements about 

the role-play performance were constructed. The students were asked to choose one of 

the four scales that represent their belief, opinion, and feeling towards the role play 

performed in Javanese and Indonesian. The scales are ‘strongly agree’, ‘agree’, 

‘disagree’, and ‘strongly disagree’. In addition, they were asked to tick some general 

attitude statements about both languages. The students’ answers to the questions allowed 

some inference about their language attitudes towards Indonesian and Javanese 

languages. See Figure 5 below. 

Figure 5.  Design of method for language attitude 

 
Qualitative Method (Interview) 
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To gain a better understanding of the respondents’ behaviour/attitudes towards Javanese 

and Indonesian, two-four students were interviewed. The questions set are the same as 

used in Attitude Questionnaires but there is a “why” for every question. This is the way 

to let students express their feeling towards languages in a potentially more informative 

way. See Figure 5 above. 

 

3.2   Subject/respondent 

Sociolinguists select various numbers of subjects in designing their quantitative research 

studies. This study selected three classes of elementary schools and 70 students were 

recruited. The following are the criteria: (1) They were sitting in the 4th – 5th grade of 

elementary school aged 10-12 and (2) their parents are both Javanese. The subject 

mapping can be seen in Figure 6 below. 

1) One class of an elementary school in a big city (Surabaya = capital city of East Java  

      Province) 

2) One class of an elementary school in a small town (Jombang = one of the districts in  

       East Java) 

3) One class of an elementary school in a village (Tinggar = one of the villages in  

       Jombang).  

 

Figure 6. Subject mapping 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

70 students 

12-15 students 

2-4 students 

16 village students 
30 town students 
24 city students  

12-15 students per 
class were observed 
during group 
discussion  

4 students out of 12-15 
from focused group 
observation were 
interviewed. 

         

4   Expected Outcome 
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At completion of the research, it was expected to have the following outcomes as 

targeted in the purpose of the study. 

(1) Determine Javanese children’s language proficiency 

The outcome of my research would be the documentation of Javanese children’s 

language use (both Javanese and Indonesian) in three different locations in East Java. 

This is important to define the position of Javanese among native Javanese children who 

are expected to be its future speakers. The three different locations were chosen for the 

setting of the research as to know whether there is a significant difference in the 

children’s language proficiency. Self-report and tests were employed to obtain the data 

which met the objectives of the study.  

(2) Relate the children’s social network and their language use 

The research would provide evidence of Javanese children’s language patterns when they 

communicate with various close-interlocutors in their social network. Children have their 

social life and they, therefore, have a social network which might be different in kind 

from one place to another. The social network might have a significant influence in their 

language choice. For this purpose, ‘comic-strip questionnaires’ were applied. Note that 

the difference is purely in terms of the selection of the hypothetical characters chosen, to 

appeal to the children. The questions are identical and the difference does not confound 

gender as a variable. 

(3) Reveal children’s attitudes towards Javanese language 

My research would also reveal children’s attitudes towards Javanese. This is crucial data 

to know. Children play an important role in maintaining their ethnic language. Children 

are the future speakers of their ethnic language. If Javanese children find positive value 

in their ethnic language, then the Javanese language is securely maintained. However, 

when Javanese children do not have positive attitudes towards their ethnic language, the 

Javanese language might undergo a decline over time. To obtain such data, Matched-

Guise Technique and interview were used.   

 

(4) Three different locations 
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All the research questions above (children’s language proficiency, language choice, and 

language attitudes) were applied in three different locations. (1) Surabaya, a metropolitan 

city, is inhabited by various people from various linguistic and ethnic backgrounds. (2) 

Jombang, a small town about 81 km west of Surabaya, is not as heterogeneous as 

Surabaya but the majority of inhabitants are Javanese. (3) Tinggar, a village about 15 km 

west of Jombang, is a homogeneous environment whose inhabitants are all Javanese. The 

children, who live in a heterogeneous environment like Surabaya, or almost 

heterogeneous environment like Jombang, or a homogenous environment like Tinggar, 

might show different language proficiency and attitudes. Knowing the patterns of 

language proficiency, choice, and attitudes among children is important to understand the 

position of the Javanese language. The results were expected to be some inputs for 

parties to do something to ethnic languages, particularly Javanese, if there are 

phenomena of language shift. 

 

5 Conclusion 

Exhaustive information has been presented in the above four sections and in conclusion 

the following points are put forward. My study is the first one that focuses on children’s 

language in a bilingual community in East Java. They live in a bilingual setting using 

both their ethnic language and the national language. The study is comprehensive as the 

goals cover three major aspects, namely: children’s language proficiency, language 

choice, and language attitudes. These three aspects, moreover, were investigated in three 

different locations: a big city, a small town, and a village. 

The research methodology was tactically and innovatively developed to get 

sufficient and comprehensible data. Therefore, mixed quantitative and qualitative 

approaches were employed to elicit the data so as to answers the research questions. To 

get data for language proficiency, self report and test were employed.  The present study 

would be the first study on Javanese that employs tests to measure respondents’ 

language proficiency covering the four language skills. In addition, observation of 

children’s communication was conducted in some classroom settings. This is the way to 

get evidence of the students’ language proficiency in real settings.  

To obtain data for language choice, an innovative way that the children’s interest 
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could be accommodated was applied. Colourful ‘comic-strip questionnaires’ were given 

to children. Two identical ‘comic-strip questionnaires’ with a three or four turns of 

conversation were presented. One ‘comic-strip’ was in Javanese conversation, and the 

other is in Indonesian. These ‘comic-strip questionnaires’ attracted children’s interest, 

were fun and avoided using direct questions. 

To elicit data for language attitude, the matched-guise technique was used with 

some modification by combining those that had been applied by prominent linguists and 

anthropologists. The design of the present study, a role-play performed by groups of 

students, was used as the guise medium so as to be more dynamic and interactive. 

Questionnaires constructed in both Javanese and Indonesian were given. Knowing how 

many questionnaires were taken (either Javanese or Indonesian), tendencies regarding 

the language attitudes of the respondents towards Javanese and Indonesian could be 

detected. This behaviour might be also used to judge the respondents’ language choice 

as well. Beside the matched-guise technique, students were interviewed. This was 

expected to be one of ways to let students express their feeling towards languages in a 

potentially more informative way.  

References 

Alip, F. B. (1993). Social Norms and Variation in Language Choice: The Case of English-
Speaking Students in Java. PhD Thesis.  Stony Brook, New York: State University of 
New York. 

Bilaniuk, Laada. (2003). Gender, language attitudes, and language status in Ukraine. 
Language in Society vol.32 no.1: 47-78.  

Bourhis, Y Richard and Giles, Howard. (1976). The language of cooperation in Wales: a field 
study. Language Science, 42, 13-16. 

Boyce, M. (1992). Maori Language in Porirua: a study of reported proficiency, patterns of use 
and attitudes. M.A Thesis. Wellington, Victoria University. 

Clyne, M. (1988). The German-Australian Speech Community: Ethnic Core Values and 
Language Maintenance. International Journal of the Sociology of Language 72, 67-
84. 

Chrisp, Steven (2005). Maori intergenerational language transmission. International Journal 
of the Sociology of Language 172, 149-181. 

Cromdal, Jacob. (2004). Building bilingual opposition: Code-switching in children’s dispute. 
Language in Society 33 (1), 33-58.  

Davis, K. M. (1998). Cook Islands Maori Language in Auckland and the Cook Islands: A 
Study of Reported Proficiency, Patterns of Use and Attitudes.  M.A Thesis. Language 
Teaching, Auckland, The University of Auckland. 

Dorian, N. C. (1981). Language Death: The Life Cycle of a Scottish Gaelic Dialect. 
Philadelphia, University of Pennsylvania Press. 



Slamet Setiawan                                                           
‘Studying the Children’s Language in a Bilingual Community in East Java:  

A discussion of methods’

2010

UWA Linguistics Working Papers | Volume 2, 36-59 57 
 

Errington,  J. J. (1985).  Language and Social Change in Java: Linguistics Reflexes of 
Modernization in a Traditional Royal Polity.  Ohio: Center for International Studies, 
Ohio University 65. 

Errington, J. J. (1998). Shifting Languages: Interaction and Identity in Javanese Indonesia. 
Cambridge, Cambridge University Press. 

Fantini, Alvino E. (1985). Language Acquisition of a Bilingual Child: A sociolinguistic 
perspective (to age ten). Avon, England: Multilingual Matters.   

Fishman, J. A. (1989). Language and Ethnicity in Minority Sociolinguistic Perspective. 
England, Multilingual Matters. 

Fishman, J. A., R. Cooper, et al. (1971). Bilingualism in the Barrio. Bloomington, Indiana, 
Lingua Science Monographs, Indiana University. 

Florey, M. J. (1990). Language Shift: Changing Patterns of Language Allegiance in Western 
Seram. PhD. Thesis. Hawaii: University of Hawaii. 

Garcia, Maria Ros I. (1984). Speech attitudes to speakers of language varieties in a bilingual 
situation. International Journal of the Sociology of Language 47: 73-90.  

Garrett, Peter, Nicolas Coupland, and Angie Williams. (2003). Investigating Language 
Attitudes: Social meanings of dialect, ethnicity and performance. Cardiff: University 
of Wales Press.   

Giles, H., Baker, s. and Fielding, G. (1975). Communication length as a behavioral index of 
accent prejudice. International Journal of the Sociology of Language 6: 73-81.  

Giles, Howard and Farrar, Kathryn. (1979). Some behavioural consequences of speech and 
dress styles. British Journal of Social and Clinical Psychology 18, 209-210. 

Goebel, Zane. (2005). An Ethnographic study of code choice in two neighbourhoods of 
Indonesian. Australian Journal of Linguistics vol. 25 no.1: 85-108.  

Halim, A., Ed. (1976). Politik Bahasa Nasional. Jakarta, Pusat Pembinaan dan 
Pengembangan Bahasa. 

Holmes, J., M. Roberts, et al. (1993). “Language Maintenance and Shift in Three New 
Zealand Speech Communities.” Applied Linguistics 4(1): 1-23. 

Jones, Rod and Joanna Thornborrow. (2004). Floors, talk and the organization of classroom 
activities. Language in Society 33, 399-423. 

Jones, W.R. (1950). Attitudes towards Welsh as a second language: a further investigation. 
British Journal of Educational Psychology 19, 44-52. 

Kartomihardjo, S. (1981). Ethnography of Communicative Codes in East Java. Canberra, 
Department of Linguistics, Research School of Pacific Studies. 

Keeler, Ward.  (1984). Javanese: A Cultural Approach.  Ohio: Center for International 
Studies, Ohio University 69. 

Kristiansen, Tore (1997). Language attitudes in a Danish cinema. Sociolinguistics: A Reader 
and Coursebook 291-305. N Coupland and A Jaworski (eds.). Hampshire and London: 
Macmillan Press. 

Kubo, Kazumi Kubo. (2008). The acquisition of the meanings and uses of the past form -ta 
by first and second learners of Japanese. PhD Thesis. The University of Western 
Australia. 

Kumanireng, T. Y. (1994). Language Shift and Maintenance in East Nusa Tenggara (ENT). 
ALI - 94 Workshop Language Shift and Maintenance in the Asia Pacific Region.  

Lambert, W. E., Hodgson, R. and Fillenbaum, S. (1960). Evaluational Reactions to Spoken 



Slamet Setiawan                                                           
‘Studying the Children’s Language in a Bilingual Community in East Java:  

A discussion of methods’

2010

UWA Linguistics Working Papers | Volume 2, 36-59 58 
 

Languages. Journal of Abnormal and Social Psychology 60: 44-51. 
Landry, Rodrigue and Real Allard. 1994. Diglossia, ethnolinguistic vitality, and language 

behavior. International Journal of the Sociology of Language 108: 15-42.  
Lipoliwa, H. (1981). A Generative Approach to the Phonology of Bahasa Indonesia. 

Canberra, Department of Linguistics, Research School of Pacific Studies. 
Macbeth, Douglas. (2004). The relevance of repair for classroom correction. Language in 

Society 33, 703-736.  
Ngom, Fallou. (2004). Ethnic identity and linguistic hybridization in Senegal. International 

Journal of the Sociology of Language 170, 95-111. 
Oglobin, Alexander K. (2005). Javanese.  The Austronesian Languages of Asia and 

Madagascar Alexander Adeelaar and Nikolaus P. Himmelmann (ed.). Routledge 
Language Family Series. 

Oller, John W. (1979). Language Test at School: A Pragmatic Approach. London: Longman. 
Pietersen, L. (1978). Issues and trends in Frisian bilingualism. Advances in  the Study of 

Societal Multilingualism. J.A. Fishman (ed.). The Hague: Mouton. 
Pilkington, J. (1990). Mixed Marriage and Language Maintenance: Some Samoan Data. 

Wellington Working Papers in Linguistics 1: 28-36. 
Plimmer, C. (1994). Language Maintenance and Shift in the Italian Community in 

Wellington. Wellington Working Papers in Linguistics 6: 83-104.  
Purcell, April K. (1984). Code shifting Hawaiian style: children’s accommodation along 

decreolizing continuum. International Journal of the Sociology of Language 46: 71-
86.  

Rindstedt, Camilla and Karin Aronsson. (2002). Growing up monolingual in a bilingual 
community: The Quichua revitalization paradox. Language in Society 31, 721-742.  

Rosidi, A. (1976). Politik Bahasa Nasional dan Pengembangan Kesusastraan. Politik Bahasa 
Nasional. A. Halim. Jakarta, Pusat Pembinaan dan Pengembangan Bahasa. 

Rumbewas, H. (1994). The Possibility of the Disappearance of the Biak Language of Irian 
Jaya Indonesia. ALI- 94 Workshop Language Shift and Maintenance in the Asia 
Pacific Region. 

Setiawan, Slamet. (2001). Language Shift in a Bilingual Community: The Case of Javanese in 
Surabaya, East Java. M.A. Thesis. The University of Auckland, New Zealand. 

Setiawan, Slamet. (2009). Two parents but one and a half children: Language phenomenon of 
Javanese and Indonesian. Verba: Jurnal Ilmu Bahasa 11, 1: 71-82. 

Sharp et al. (1973). Attitudes to Welsh and English in the Schools of Wales. Basingstoke, 
Cardiff: MacMillan/University of Wales Press.   

Sneddon, James N. (2003) The Indonesian Language: Its history and role in modern society. 
Sydney: University of New South Wales Press. 

Strauss, A and Corbin, J. (1990). Basics of Qualitative Research. Newbury Park, California: 
Sage. 

Suharsono (1995). Attitudes of Young Javanese Towards Their Native Language. School of 
Humanities. M.A Thesis. Western Australia: Murdoch University. 

Suharsono (2004). Javanese in the eye of their native speakers. School of Humanities. Ph.D. 
Thesis. The University of Western Australia.  

Thomas, R. Murray. (2003). Blending Qualitative and Quantitative Research Methods in 
Theses and Dissertation. California: Corwin Press.  

Tuominen, A. (1999). Who Decides the Home Language? A Look at Multilingual Families. 
International Journal of the Sociology of Language 140, 59-76. 

Woolard, Kathryn A. (1984). A formal measure of language attitudes in Barcelona: a note 



Slamet Setiawan                                                           
‘Studying the Children’s Language in a Bilingual Community in East Java:  

A discussion of methods’

2010

UWA Linguistics Working Papers | Volume 2, 36-59 59 
 

from work in progress. International Journal of the Sociology of Language 47: 63-71.  
Xia, N. (1992). Maintenance of the Chinese Language in the United States. Bilingual Review 

17(3), 195-209. 
Young, R. and M. Tran (1999). Language Maintenance and Shift Among Vietnamese in 

America. International Journal of the Sociology of Language 140, 77-82. 
 
 
 
 



 

 

 

 

 

 

CONVENTIONALIZED EXPRESSIONS, DISCOURSE MODE AND 

COMMON GROUND 

 

 

 

Helen Renwick 
Linguistics PhD Candidate 

The University of Western Australia 
 

HelenRenwick@iinet.net.au 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Helen Renwick 
‘Conventionalized expressions, discourse mode, and common ground’ 

2010

UWA Linguistics Working Papers | Volume 2, 60-91 61 
 

Abstract 

The focus of the present study is the use (or non-use) of conventionalized expressions 
(CEs) in different discourse modes. CEs form part of the continuum of "learned pairings 
of form with semantic or discourse function" described by Goldberg (Goldberg 2006, p. 
5). Hopper and Traugott talk of a process in which "A novel way of putting words 
together becomes commonplace" (Hopper & Traugott 2003, p. 23) in relation to 
grammaticalization: the same process of 'commonplacing' differentiates CEs from the 
remainder of Goldberg's constructional continuum. Since single word items such as, for 
example, the discourse marker 'surely', are also the end-product of a process of 
commonplacing or conventionalization, they are included in the category. It is for this 
reason that the more typical label 'multi-word expressions' (MWEs) is not used for this 
research. The work will study CEs in the context of different discourse modes, a local 
level of analysis which cross-cuts genre and discourse type, drawing on work by Smith 
(2003). Particular attention will be paid to the way CEs in the various modes contribute 
to subjectivity, intersubjectivity and common ground within the discourse modes, and to 
their role in terms of surface presentation. This paper gives the background to the 
research gap and introduces the research questions before setting out the provisional 
methodology, and then concludes by briefly describing some preliminary exploratory 
analysis. The methodology is still developing, and is expected to clarify and become 
more focused as the full analysis proceeds. 
 
1 Introduction 

The focus of this research is the way the use (or non-use) of expressions that are 

commonly recycled and shared by members of a language community contributes to 

discourse mode, and to the negotiation of common ground within those modes. These 

expressions are familiar to the majority of members of the language community which 

created them, even if they use them only rarely. Traditional idioms (kick the bucket, spill 

the beans) are perhaps the most commonly-known examples, but limiting attention to 

idioms such as these ignores the greater part of the group, which includes constructions 

such as the the –er the –er construction (the harder you work, the more you learn), the 

way construction (he whistled his way to victory) (Israel 1996, p. 38), the let alone 

construction (he can't slice bread, let alone cook) (Fillmore, Kay & O'Connor 1988) – as 

well as extended patterns of co-occurence such as the faintest/least/slightest/ 

foggiest/remotest/slightest idea/conception/notion (Philip 2008, pp. 98-99), and the 

negative + possessive structure around strong point (spelling isn't my strong point). Once 

one begins to look, they appear everywhere. The not to say expression, for example, is 

used in passing by Hunston and Thompson ("It is significant that one central area of 

evaluative language has attracted only cautious – not to say pussy-footing – attention…" 

(Hunston & Thompson 2000, p. 21, italics added): many people reading this article will 
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regularly use a variation of the How [ADJ] [be] [NP] expression (How good is that!). 

Large corpora and sophisticated software have enabled linguists to gather together 

multiple uses of individual words in concordances, and many similar previously 

unnoticed but consistent patterns of co-occurrence – conventionalized expressions1 (CEs) 

- have become apparent. As a result we have a much better idea of the range of CEs in 

everyday language.  

There are two points of difference separating the present research from existing 

work on CEs. First, this research will look at how the full spectrum of CEs, including 

those uncovered by corpus work, is used in texts. Amongst other things, this will help to 

clarify whether they do indeed represent one category, or whether there are some points 

of difference that are so significant they require a rethink of the category as a whole.  

Second, the present research will focus on how CEs are used in different discourse 

modes (Smith 2003) within genres, rather than within genres per se. Discourse mode is a 

finer-grained level of analysis than genre: a genre will often have different discourse 

modes within it, and indeed the discourse modes cross-cut genres (Smith 2003, p. 43).  

The discourse modes are not without controversy (see for example Unger 2010) 

but potentially offer a different level of analysis at which to study the workings of CEs. 

Smith (2003) does not consider their role in relation to discourse mode, and this work 

will fill that gap. Taking Smith's broad approach and observing how CEs are used within 

it may contribute to a greater understanding of the functionality of CEs as well as an 

improved understanding of how people build texts using the discourse modes.  

At the centre of the research is the idea that a core part of communication involves 

establishing, maintaining and negotiating common ground. Relatively little work has 

been done in regard to the relationship between the use of the broad range of CEs and the 

negotiation of common ground, "the mutually recognized shared information in a 

situation in which an act of trying to communicate takes place" (Stalnaker 2002, p. 704). 

This research will explore that relationship within the context of the different discourse 

modes.  

                                            
1 The term is used somewhat tentatively. Wray lists well over 55 terms currently in use (Wray 
2002, p. 9) for broadly the same kinds of expression. Each one has a slightly different nuance, 
often reflecting the theoretical standpoint of the researchers. Conventionalized expression is, 
hopefully, theoretically neutral. 
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This paper first outlines in more detail the background to the research gap and 

introduces the research questions. It continues by setting out the provisional 

methodology, and briefly describes some preliminary exploratory analysis.  

The research is a work-in-progress and the methodological process is likely to be 

refined and narrowed as the analysis proceeds. 

2 Background to research gap and research questions 

Natural language is peppered with CEs. Pawley and Syder raised awareness of the 

pervasiveness of such pre-fabricated expressions in everyday language, and highlighted 

their role in the achievement of fluent native-like speech (Pawley & Syder 1983). The 

prevalence of such expressions led Sinclair to propose that there are two modes of 

language production - one governed by the Open Choice Principle, the other by the 

Idiom Principle (Sinclair 1991, pp. 110-114). The Open Choice Principle enables 

language users to produce one-off, unique utterances, while the Idiom Principle operates 

when language users choose to use expressions that are in some way prefabricated, such 

as CEs.  

A note on terminology is needed here. Sinclair remarks, "Repeated usage actually 

fuses the sense and the expression, and when this involves the recurrence of certain 

sequences of words, it is said to be an idiom" (Sinclair 1996, p. 115). The term 'idiom' in 

the Idiom Principle title thus applies to far more than what many linguists now term (in 

order to differentiate them) 'core idioms' (see for example Grant & Nation 2006) such as 

kick the bucket. In Sinclair's broader sense, idiomatic means pre-fabricated. 

Linguists continue to work to pin down the defining characteristics and properties 

of CEs: however as yet there is no definitive (and agreed) definition or typology. A 

working definition comes from Construction Grammar, and specifically from Goldberg. 

She talks of "learned pairings of form with semantic or discourse function" (Goldberg 

2006, p. 5). CEs are by definition "learned pairings" and thus belong firmly in Goldberg's 

constructional continuum. She states: 
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Any linguistic pattern is recognized as a construction so long as some aspect of its 
form or function is not strictly predictable from its component parts or from other 
constructions recognized to exist. In addition, patterns are stored as constructions even 
if they are fully predictable as long as they occur with sufficient frequency (Goldberg 
2006, p. 5).  

The constructional continuum extends from morphemes through to abstract 

grammatical constructions, and CEs sit in the middle of that continuum. They are the 

end-products of a process in which, as Hopper and Traugott say in relation to 

grammaticalization, "A novel way of putting words together becomes commonplace" 

(Hopper & Traugott 2003, p. 23).  

The 'commonplaceness' of CEs may be subliminal (Sinclair 2004, p. 23). You 

undoubtedly know that you know the idiom kick the bucket, but you may not realize that 

when you say Maths isn't my strong point, you are using the  x BE NEG y's strong point 

construction (from Stubbs 2009, p. 123). In other words we may be primed, as Hoey 

(2007) says, to use thousands of words in particular patterns, but the priming is often 

below the level of awareness. 

 The range of expressions covered by the CE label is very wide. It includes fully-

fixed expressions such as be that as it may and all of a sudden, compounds and 

collocations (ivory tower and stinking hot), and expressions where degrees of variability 

are possible (He really spilled the beans; Those beans were well and truly spilled). It 

also includes phrasal verbs such as bring up (as in Don't bring that up again) as well as 

lexically open CEs like the Xer the Yer (the harder you think about it, the more 

complicated it becomes), or the way construction (She shimmied her way into the room) 

mentioned in the introduction. It additionally includes expressions used preferentially by 

members of a language community, where alternatives that are grammatically acceptable 

seem inappropriate to native speakers. Examples include the common use of I'm really 

sorry in preference to the uncommon use of That really saddens me; and similarly I am 

delighted to meet you in preference to I am gratified to meet you (Levinson 1995, p. 94). 

It also includes patterns of co-occurrence identified by corpus linguists variously called 

compound lexical items (Sinclair 1994, p. 93), extended units of meaning (EUMs) 

(Sinclair 2004, pp. 24-48), extended language units (ELUs) (Stubbs 2009, p. 123), 

concgrams (Cheng et al. 2009), and collostructions (Stefanowitsch & Gries 2003). The 

term EUM will be used in this paper.  
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The identification of EUMs opened up a new frontier for phraseological research. 

Sinclair (Sinclair 1996b; 2004) characterizes them as having a stable, obligatory core 

(naked eye in the case of the naked eye EUM, for example) around which a configuration 

of co-occurring word-forms (collocation), co-occurring grammatical features 

(colligation), semantically linked lexical items (semantic preference), and subjective 

features (semantic prosody) cluster. EUMs have "indeterminate boundaries" (Stubbs 

2009, p. 121) but form "restricted patterns" (ibid., p. 121). Stubbs remarks, "The model is 

extremely productive, and many further examples have been discovered by other 

linguists" (ibid., p. 124).  

The increase in the range of CEs identified has led to some variation in what is and 

what is not included in the category, and some inconsistency. To counter this, Gries 

maintains that linguists must at the very least take a position in relation to six parameters. 

(He uses the term phraseologism where this paper uses CE):  

i.  the nature of the elements involved in a phraseologism; 
ii.  the number of elements involved in a phraseologism; 
iii. the number of times an expression must be observed before it counts as a    
         phraseologism; 
iv. the permissible distance between the elements involved in a phraseologism; 
v. the degree of lexical and syntactic flexibility of the elements involved; 
vi. the role that semantic unity and semantic non-compositionality/non-predictability 
play in the definition (Gries 2008, p. 4) 

 

This research takes the following positions, addressing each point in turn: (i) the 

elements involved in a CE may be open or closed class (providing for the inclusion of 

CEs that involve only closed-class words, such as at most); (ii) in general there will be 

more than one element in a CE. However in some cases a single element will be 

considered – an unusual position in terms of CE analysis. This is because it is difficult to 

draw a principled line between some multi-word and single-word expressions 

performing similar functions – of course, be that as it may and surely being a case in 

point; (iii) the CE must be observed more than 30 times in the 100,000 million-word 

BNC. The figure is arbitrary: frequency measurements are notoriously controversial 

(Kilgarriff 2005). Where the frequency is low or there is uncertainty, native speaker 

confirmation must be employed. (iv) There is no limit on the permissible distance 

between the elements involved in a CE; however they must all be contained within the 

same clause. (v) Lexical and syntactic flexibility is acceptable provided there is a stable 



Helen Renwick 
‘Conventionalized expressions, discourse mode, and common ground’ 

2010

UWA Linguistics Working Papers | Volume 2, 60-91 66 
 

core and the reference corpus reveals a recognizable pattern. (vi) Semantic unity will be 

required. This means that combinations such as of the and at the, both very common 

combinations, do not qualify as CEs. Semantic non-compositionality/non-predictability 

is characteristic of some but not all CEs. It is not required. 

It is rare for linguists to work on the entire spectrum of CEs and more common to 

focus on individual subtypes such as idioms and fixed expressions (Fernando 1996; 

Moon 1998; Nunberg, Sag & Wasow 1994; Strässler 1982; Wray 2002; Wray 2008); 

extended collocations - EUMs, EULs, Concgrams and Collostructions (Cheng 2006; 

Cheng et al. 2009; Sinclair 2004; Stubbs 2001; Stefanowitsch & Gries 2003); or more 

rarified examples such as complex prepositions (Hoffman 2004) or adjective + noun 

sequences in attributive or NP-final positions (Arnaud et al. 2008). This work will 

initially look at all the different types of CE within individual texts, making the work 

broader than is typically the case.  

There is a wealth of existing evidence regarding the function of CEs in discourse 

and a very small selection of that work will be reviewed next. The first writers are 

concerned specifically with core idioms (expressions such as kick the bucket and spill the 

beans which are semantically non-compositional), and fixed expressions: more varied 

examples follow. 

Strässler makes a number of observations in relation to conversational usage of 

core idioms. He observes that first and second person idioms are uncommon, and 

comments, "…idioms are most likely used when referring to a third party or to an object" 

(Strässler 1982, p. 87). If they are used, second person idioms tend to be used by a 

communicative partner of higher status; first person idioms by the communicative 

partner of lower status. In addition, where there is a large gap in status, "there is a 

definite tendency for the communicative partner of lower status to refrain from using 

idioms" (ibid., p.100). The use or non-use of idioms in some way reflects participants' 

perceptions of social distance. Idioms are also not used with time adverbs, perhaps, 

Strässler hypothesizes, because they describe complex situations and speakers do not 

want to allow for a shift of focus from situation to temporal location (ibid., p. 90).  

Drew and Holt's research, like Strässler's, relates specifically to conversation. They 

investigate the role of "idiomatic, clichéd, and proverbial expressions in ordinary talk" 
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(Drew & Holt 1988, p. 398) and find specific patterns in their use. They observe that 

speakers introduce idioms "in inauspicious environments where, up until then, recipients 

have withheld sympathising or affiliating with a complainant" (ibid., p. 398). Idioms are 

also used to bring a complaint to a close "on a point with which an otherwise 'resistant' 

recipient may (but does not always) display some affiliation with speaker's complaint" 

(ibid., p. 406). It seems that CEs, by their very familiarity, represent a kind of common 

ground where language users can express a sense of affiliation with the CE (and the 

social bond that it encapsulates) even where empathy for the topic does not exist.  

In relation to this Moon notes that some "classic tournure idioms" are never 

thematicized: they are always found in the rheme. She says "This is their natural text 

position, and thematization is improbable" (Moon 1994, p. 127). She observes: 

Looking just at rhematic idioms, they are noted for their superficial lack of cohesion 
with their co-texts. Frequently, they contain a grammatical object that is prefaced with 
the signalling shared or given knowledge, but an antecedent or referent must be 
inferred through knowledge of the meaning of the idiom as a holistic unit (ibid., p. 
128).  

 

Rhematic idioms put familiar formulations in a position where new information is 

conventionally introduced. This has potential implications for the negotiation of common 

ground since new information is introduced through the vehicle of familiar expressions. 

Although the expressions carry discourse-new propositions, they are hearer-old. They 

can consolidate a conversational relationship, perhaps, as in the case of complaints, 

providing a moment of empathy in a difficult exchange. 

 Research in the 1970s and 1980s suggested that native speakers tend to avoid 

idioms in conversation with non-native speakers (Irujo 1986). This suggests that 

language users are quite capable of taking a position regarding whether knowledge of at 

least some of these CEs and their function can be presupposed. This cloud of 

community-endorsed expressions thus represents a bank of common ground on which 

communicators can draw - or not draw - at will.  

Stalnaker says, "To presuppose something is to take it for granted, or at least to 

act as if one takes it for granted, as background information – as common ground among 

the participants in the conversation" (Stalnaker 2002, p. 701). A common feature of at 

least some CEs may be that they have a strong intersubjective function: they direct 
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attention to shared background knowledge of different kinds which is used in the 

creation, maintenance and negotiation of common ground.  

This possibility has already been raised in the literature. However Dan Sperber 

commented, in regard to developments since the publication of his 1979 article 

'Rudiments of cognitive rhetoric',  

Little has been done however with one of the main insights of this article: that the use 
of figures of speech evokes ideas not just about the topic of the utterance but also 
about the shared background knowledge of the interlocutors" (Sperber 2007, p. 361).  

If little has been done in relation to figures of speech, still less has been done in 

relation to the broader CE spectrum. This, then, is a significant gap in existing research 

which the present research hopes to fill.  

 Another gap relates to text type. Stubbs remarks: 

The question then arises as to why certain phrasal units occur in many different texts. 
One answer is that they do not depend on the topic of the text, but serve text-
management functions, such as signalling narrative structure, topicalization, point of 
view, and the like. This provides the link between text and corpus analysis (Stubbs 
2009, p. 131).  

As noted in the introduction, CEs are often studied within particular text types or genres, 

or across text types, or in relation to particular topics. Cheng, for example, looks at 

EUMs in relation to the SARS virus (Cheng 2006). In this research an alternative 

approach is taken: texts are viewed through the theoretical lens of the discourse mode 

(Smith 2003). 

The notion of discourse mode is related to traditional categories of rhetorical 

mode. Smith identifies five modes (Narrative, Information, Description, Argument and 

Report) and examines them from the perspective of types of situation, text progression, 

subjectivity and surface structure presentation (Smith 2003, pp. 12-13). Individual texts 

are not homogeneous: Smith says, "Actual texts consist of more than one type or mode 

of discourse: this is an uncontroversial point on which all agree" (ibid., p. 42). Discourse 

modes appear in segments: a text from an identifiable genre such as academic writing 

may contain several modes - or just one. The discourse mode framework has the 

potential to throw new light on the use of CEs. 

As noted in the introduction, Smith does not discuss the contribution CEs might 

make to the identification or formulation of the different discourse modes; nor does she 
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consider their role in terms of types of situation, temporality, or text progression; or in 

terms of subjectivity and surface structure presentation. Studying CEs in relation to 

discourse mode, and looking at "narrative structure, topicalization, point of view, and the 

like" in that context will bring a new perspective to the text-management functions 

Stubbs speaks of, the nature of the discourse modes themselves, and the function of CEs.  

There is existing evidence that this is worth exploring. Drew and Holt note the 

use of idioms in terminating a topic and moving to another (Drew & Holt 1988, pp. 412-

416). Similarly, Stubbs remarks on the use of the went and VERBed construction to mark 

the end of a segment (Stubbs 2009, p. 131), while Smith notes the use of the it-cleft to 

signal a shift in discourse mode (Smith 2003, p. 34). Hoey and O'Donnell explore the 

way CEs are used in specific positions for particular effect. They look at it was 

announced yesterday and in a move in terms of their normal position in a news article 

and find that moving these key expressions disrupts the "naturalness in text" (Hoey & 

O'Donnell 2008, p. 307). Moon observes that the use of different types of CE has an 

impact on the character of a text. She notes that in texts with more organizers and 

modalizers such as of course, who knows? from time to time, be that as it may, and in the 

first place, the fixed expressions "reinforce the message and convey modal attitudes". 

Where there are informational or evaluative idioms such as as dead as a dodo, go hand 

in hand (with), the fixed expressions "convey new information and evaluation" (Moon 

1994, p. 129). No one has looked to see how this plays out in terms of discourse mode.  

 There are thus three interconnected gaps: first, a need for more analysis which 

takes into account the full range of CEs; second, the absence of work on the role of CEs 

in the negotiation of common ground; and third, the absence of work on the role of CEs 

within the discourse modes within text-types or genres. The research questions for this 

work are therefore: 

1. How are CEs, broadly defined, used in the different discourse modes in terms of 

overall structure, situation type, text progression, subjectivity and surface 

structure presentation?  

 

2. How does the use of different types of CEs impact on the negotiation of 

discoursal common ground and common beliefs in relation to the common 

ground in the discourse modes within the texts?  
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Question 2 will not be addressed until Question 1 has been dealt with. As a result 

question 2 is only minimally discussed in this paper. The answers to these questions will 

contribute to the broader understanding of the role of CEs in discourse, and to the 

understanding of discourse modes. 

In order to answer the questions, the research will (1) gather data from different text 

types and identify and classify CEs within those texts; (2) analyse the role of the CEs in 

terms of the overall structure of the text, and then in terms of the features of the 

discourse modes;  (3) consider their role in the creation of discoursal common ground 

and in relation to common beliefs about the common ground.  

The remainder of this section will describe the methodology to be used in regard to 

steps (1) to (3). It is expected that the process will narrow as the work proceeds. It is 

likely that the focus will ultimately be much narrower than this paper suggests. 

3 Provisional methodology 

3.1 Text selection 
The research will use collections of self-contained texts rather than sections of texts so 

that each text is a complete unit. The primary criteria for selection will be that there is a 

run of text by one writer or speaker: thus everyday conversation will be excluded. The 

five discourse modes identified by Smith (2003) will be adopted as a baseline through 

which to select text types at a macro level, and will then be additionally used to 

characterize sections of the texts internally.  

The five modes - Narrative, Report, Description, Information and Argument – are 

characterized by linguistic markers of situation type, temporality and progression. Smith 

sets out the features of each mode as follows: 

Report mode  
Situations: primarily Events, States, and General Statives 
Temporality: dynamic, located in time 
Progression: advancement anchored to Speech Time 
 
Argument mode 
Situations: primarily Facts and Propositions, General Statives 
Temporality: Atemporal 
Progression: metaphorical motion through the text domain  
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Narrative mode 
Situations: primarily specific Events and States 
Temporality: dynamic, located in time 
Progression: advancement in narrative time 
 
Description mode 
Situations: primarily Events and States, and ongoing Events 
Temporality: static, located in time 
Progression: spatial advancement through the scene or object 
 
Information mode 
Situations: primarily General Statives 
Temporality: Atemporal 
Progression: metaphorical motion through the text domain 
(Smith 2003, p. 20) 
 

 Additional inputs are subjectivity (which this research will expand to include 

intersubjectivity and common ground) and surface presentation (to include information 

structure and rhetorical function in this research). From the literature, it appears that CEs 

may contribute at each of these levels. Some modes may contain more CEs than others, 

and the reasons for any confirmed disparity may be significant.  

Although texts are inevitably somewhat heterogeneous with regard to discourse 

mode, a point noted by White in relation to his analysis of news stories (White 1997, p. 

104) and reiterated by Smith (2003, p. 8), individual discourse modes are likely to 

dominate in particular text-types. For example, Smith comments, "An Argument passage 

brings something to the attention of the reader, makes a claim, comment or argument and 

supports it in some way" (Smith 2003, p. 33). Letters-to-the-editor appear, from the 

outside, to be candidates for a predominantly Argument mode text type, even though 

they may contain segments of Report, Narrative, Information or even Description. 

Likewise personal narratives are more likely to be predominantly Narrative mode, even 

though they may contain segments of Argument, Report, Description, or Information. 

For the purposes of this paper, texts that are likely to contain significant amounts 

of the individual modes will be used (while recognizing the potential for variation noted 

above). Argument mode will be investigated via letters-to-the-editor. Narrative mode 

will be investigated using personal narratives taken from a long-running series titled 'Yin 

& Yang' in The West Weekend magazine, a magazine published with the Saturday edition 

of The West Australian. Each week two people discuss their relationship (personal or 
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professional) and look back on its genesis and development. The range of writers makes 

this a rich source of narrative data.  

Information mode will be represented by Australian Broadcasting Corporation 

(ABC) radio financial reports, equipment instructions, and computer-related help-pages, 

all of which meet the characteristics of the mode identified by Smith (Smith 2003, p. 20).  

Report mode will be represented by transcripts of news-based interviews on ABC 

radio. Description mode will be represented by a variety of magazine articles. Discourse 

mode homogeneity is not expected within the text types: indeed, the heterogeneity of the 

text types that may provide interesting results. The role of CEs in maintaining or 

changing discourse mode will be noted.  

  The boundary between spoken and written language is blurred in the text types 

selected. Although the ABC radio news interviews are delivered in spoken format, some 

questions and answers are partly or wholly pre-prepared on paper. Similarly, although 

letters-to-the-editor are written, they constitute a complex metaphorical dialogue 

between the writer and several other parties – one in which group membership is defined 

by the writer, who joins or leaves particular groups throughout the text - all represented 

in the text. Indeed, a number of the CEs identified so far (but not included in this paper) 

are more commonly associated with spoken texts in the BNC than written ones. However 

all the text types selected are categorially different to spoken conversations. It remains to 

be seen whether the results would be extendable to conversational contexts.  

 Data for letters-to-the-editor has been collected to form the preliminary data set, 

and it is this data set that is discussed in the remainder of this article.  

People who write letters to the editor engage in a complex task. They set up a 

shared common background. At the same time, they take a position on their attitude to 

that background and also, often, acknowledge the existence of an alternative frame 

which constitutes a non-preferred (to them) common ground within the background. 

Many then engage in a complex process using a range of devices to align themselves and 

their addressees against the non-preferred common ground. Letters-to-the-editor are rich 

in CEs and on the surface seem to provide a rich source of input regarding the way 

presupposition is created and used, and the way differences in common ground and 

common beliefs are represented.  
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 349 letters-to-the-editor were collected from The West Australian over a seven-

week period from Monday, September 27 to Friday, November 12, 2010. Letters were 

collected from one source only in order to capitalize on the possibility of looking at topic 

as a variable. Perth is one of the world's most isolated cities and has only one daily 

paper: writers have no choice of newspaper at a State level, and there is therefore less 

possibility of socio-economic bias in the contributors than there would be in a city with 

alternative newspapers. All letters published in the paper were used except those 

included under the banner "In short", which were judged to be more likely to have been 

significantly edited for length. Total word length was 80,000 words, including headings. 

During the collection period 20 people wrote two letters; two people wrote three letters 

each: the relevant letters were annotated in case this became relevant. Writers' names 

were deleted from individual letters: where reference was made to private individuals in 

letters, names were replaced by initials. The names of public figures were left. 

3.2  Identification and classification of CEs 
Guidelines developed by Wray and Wray and Namba (Wray 2008; Wray & Namba 

2003) assist researchers in the manual identification of CEs in small untagged corpora or 

data-sets such as those to be used in the present research. Previous research (Renwick 

2009) used a technique in which potential CEs are initially over-identified before actual 

CEs are confirmed by checking for inclusion in the British National Corpus (BNC), a 

much larger, reference corpus, in Google, or with native speakers. The research is thus 

usage-based but corpus-supported. 

The BNC is a 100-million-word corpus built between 1991 and 1994. In 

conjunction with the software Xaira (2007) and Wordsmith 5.0 (Scott), it provides a 

larger resource in which to check the validity of CEs identified in the texts, assess scope 

of variation, and identify patterns that are not evident from single citations in small, 

untagged corpora like the data texts2.  

Because the BNC has no post-1994 entries and is primarily based on British 

English, it is not helpful for many recently developed CEs or for particularly Australian 

                                            
2 Examples of usage taken from the British National Corpus (BNC) are obtained under the terms 
of the BNC End User Licence. Copyright in the individual texts cited resides with the original 
IPR holders. For information and licensing conditions relating to the BNC, please see the web 
site at http://www.natcorp.ox.ac.uk 
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expressions. These can be confirmed in Google or with native speakers, although scope 

of variation and patterning are less accessible and findings are less quantifiable than is 

the case when the BNC is used.  

As noted above there is no uncontroversial typology that fully reflects the 

diversity of CEs. This reflects the complex, multi-functional nature of CEs noted by 

numerous experts including Fernando (1996) and highlights the scope for further 

perspectives on classification. However a working framework is required, and in the 

initial phases of this research individual CEs will be classified using Granger and 

Pauqot's typology (2008, pp. 41-45), slightly revised for clarity and to include Extended 

Units of Meaning. The framework is based on the three functions identified by functional 

linguists (ideational, textual and interpersonal); it does not, however, allow for multi-

functionality (the potential that a CE might simultaneously be textual and interpersonal, 

for example). The framework presented here is very much a starting point. 

REFERENTIAL TEXTUAL COMMUNICATIVE 

Two-word lexical 
collocations - compounds 
(including encyclopaedic 
compounds); 
grammatical collocations 
(including phrasal verbs) 
Similes; 
Core idioms; 
Figuratives (including 
oncers); 
Extended Units of 
Meaning (EUMs). 

Complex prepositions; 
Complex conjunctions; 
Linking adverbials; 
Textual sentence stems. 

 

 

Speech act formulae 
(including Literals with a 
pragmatic restriction); 
Attitudinal formulae 
(including attitudinal 
sentence stems); 
Proverbs and proverb 
fragments; 
Slogans; 
Quotations; 
Lexical bundles. 

 

 

3.3  The role of CEs in terms of the overall structure of the text 
Before looking at CEs in the context of discourse mode analysis, the research will 

investigate CE use in terms of the overall structure of the text. This analysis will initially 

draw on work by Labov, Waletzky and Chafe (Chafe 2001; Labov 1972; 1997; Labov & 

Waletzky 1967) in relation to narrative structure, Hoey (1983) in relation to the 

problem/solution structure, and White (1997) in relation to the structure of hard news 

reports. It will aim to identify the broad stage at which CEs are used in the text. The 
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following is a working model, subject to change, of the stages characterizing letters-to-

the-editor in The West Australian newspaper. 

 Summary, initial state (locates what the letter relates to and establishes the writer's 
evaluative position in relation to it); 

 Complication (given the evaluative position in relation to the initial state, the 
complication involves providing support for the initial state, more detail about the 
initial state, and the consequences of alternatives); 

 Denouement (the consolidation of all the points made in the Complication: 
represents the writer's original belief state and endpoint of his/her argument); 

 Final state and coda (can take the form of a parting shot, and often could easily stand 
in place of the summary/initial state category. The final state is often more of a 
summary of what the writer wants to say than the summary).  

The stage at which a CE occurs in the letter will be noted and logged. Similar analyses 

will be required for other text types. 

 Next, the CEs will be analysed in relation to situation type, text progression 

(connected to temporality), subjectivity and surface structure presentation.  

3.4  Situation type 
Situation type is based on Smith's framework. The primary dichotomy is between Events 

and States. There are four types of Event: Activity, Accomplishment, Semelfactive, 

Achievement (Smith 2003, p. 69), but these are not at the moment considered useful for 

the present research, because they are not characterizing features of the individual 

modes. States are differentiated from Events primarily by the dynamic/static dichotomy: 

States hold in time while Events take place in time (ibid., p. 69). States "do not have 

agents, at least not directly"; it is "odd" to use an adverb of intention or control (such as 

deliberately or carefully) with a State; pseudo-clefts (What x did is/was …) are often not 

acceptable (*What Jane did was learn Spanish); the present continuous is often (but not 

always) unacceptable (*I am knowing your name). On the other hand it is possible to use 

an adverb of intention or control with an Event; pseudo clefts are acceptable; and the 

present continuous is usually acceptable (ibid., p. 75). Smith also notes "Only an event 

that is controllable can be commanded or persuaded", illustrating with the acceptable 

example Wash your car! as against the unacceptable Know Greek! (ibid., p. 75).  

Other situation types are General Statives and Abstract Entities. General Statives 

include Generic and Generalizing Sentences. Generic sentences include "kind referring 
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noun phrases" (ibid., p. 77); Generalizing Sentences are "semantically stative", but 

"imply a series of sub-events which are dynamic" (ibid., p. 78). They can often be used 

with usually or typically (ibid., p. 75). Abstract Entities are Facts and Propositions. 

Where Situations (Events and States) and General Statives "are located in the world and 

have causal powers",  

Facts are not so located, yet they are contingent for truth on situations being a certain 
way and arguably have causal powers. Propositions are not located, are not 
contingent, and do not have causal powers (ibid., p. 74). 

 

Smith continues: 

Facts are assessments that we make of states of affairs, abstract or concrete. Facts are 
not in the world; but they are about the world. They are expressed linguistically as 
clausal or deverbal arguments of certain predicates, eg matter, amuse, explain, show, 
indicate, etc. […] The class of fact predicates includes mental event verbs (forget, 
discover, realize), emotives (regret, resent, deplore); evaluatives (matter, be 
significant/important/odd/surprising/mysterious); psychological verbs (surprise, 
amuse, annoy).  
 
Propositions are the objects of such mental states as beliefs, expectations, and 
decisions. They are expressed by clausal and deverbal arguments of verbs of 
propositional attitude and other predicates (ibid., 74). 
 

A problem arises from Smith's comment that "Sentences that directly express Facts and 

Propositions cannot be distinguished on linguistic grounds, and so will not be discussed 

here" (ibid., p.75). This means that unless one of the lexical or grammatical markers of 

Fact/Proposition status (Smith 2003, pp. 74-75) is present, it will not be possible to 

differentiate between Events and States, Facts and Propositions.  

There are however two tests derived from Peterson (1997) that help to distinguish 

between Event or States, Propositions and Facts in clausal complements. Both involve 

reformatting the original text, first as a 'That' sentence and secondly as a pseudo-cleft 

(what x –ed). Smith says, "A clausal complement refers to a Fact if both substitution tests 

preserve grammaticality […] A clausal complement refers to a Proposition if the first 

substitution preserves grammaticality and the second does not" (Smith 2003, p. 79) and 

"refers to an Event or State if both of the substitution tests destroy grammaticality" (ibid., 

p. 80).  
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3.5  Text progression and temporality 
Text progression is concerned with how situations relate to one another temporally. In 

Narrative mode, for example, "situations are related to each other and dynamic Events 

advance narrative time" (Smith 2003, p. 13). In Report mode the situations are related to 

Speech Time: a typical pattern shows Reference Time shifting in relation to Speech Time 

throughout the text (ibid., p. 98). In Description mode, progression is spatial: it is carried 

by "advancement through the scene or object" (ibid., 20). In Information and Argument 

modes, progression is metaphorical, "through the semantic terrain of a text" (ibid., p. 

132): however it is also achieved through surface presentation, and particularly through 

sentence topics (ibid., p. 245)  

3.6  Subjectivity, intersubjectivity, common ground 
Situation type, Temporality and Text Progression vary between modes and are defining 

features; however Subjectivity (and Surface Presentation, considered next), as defined by 

Smith is a feature of all the discourse modes.  

Smith says, "All forms of subjectivity convey access to mind – either the mind of 

the writer or a text participant" (Smith 2003, p. 13). The use of the verb recalled, for 

example "implies an experiencer (recalled to someone)" (ibid., p. 15). Smith notes 

"'Point of view' is used almost interchangeably with 'perspective' and 'subjectivity'", 

subjectivity being "a point of view towards propositional information" – expressions of 

"authorial or participant voice" (ibid., p. 155). In regard to subjectivity the research 

draws on literature associated with evaluation produced by systemicists such as Martin 

and White (Martin & White 2005) and corpus linguists such as Hunston, Thompson and 

Sinclair, Partington, and Morley and Partington (Hunston & Thompson 2000; Hunston & 

Sinclair 2000; Partington 2004; Morley & Partington 2009). Within this, the concept of 

semantic prosody, particularly in the context of EUMs, becomes significant. 

 Intersubjectivity is not mentioned by Smith and is less frequently discussed in the 

literature as a whole. Bednarek refers to it in terms of "different voices" (Bednarek 2004, 

p. 165): where it is said that and it seems that are intersubjective, calling on different 

voices, it seems to me is subjective, calling only on the voice of the speaker (Aijmer 

2009, pp. 69, 78): Aijmer talks of "shared or general knowledge" (ibid., 78). There is 

always what Smith calls a "responsible source" (Smith 2003, pp. 156-158). In many 

cases this is the author: but sometimes the responsible source is located elsewhere. The 
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interplay of CE with responsible source, subjectivity and intersubjectivity is likely to be 

significant in terms of the research questions posed above.  

As noted above, the role of CEs in relation to the negotiation of common ground 

is an area of research yet to be fully explored. It is therefore considered here, along with 

matters of subjectivity and intersubjectivity, with which it is intricately connected. 

Stalnaker (2002) talks of common ground in terms of "context […] the field on which a 

language game is played", continuing "The way contexts change in response to the 

moves that get made in a language game can be explained in terms of the contents of the 

beliefs that define the common ground, and the speaker's presuppositions" (Stalnaker 

2002, p. 720). CEs will be marked plus or minus subjectivity, plus or minus 

intersubjectivity. Where either is present, it shapes the common ground holding within 

the conversation. 

3.7  Surface presentation 
Information packaging analysis and rhetorical function analysis provide two perspectives 

on surface presentation and in the initial stages of the analysis, both will be used.  

The way information is presented to the receiver – the surface structure 

presentation - is always significant (Gundel & Fretheim 2004: 175). Functionalists 

identify three thematic systems, relating to information, thematization and identification, 

which are realized in different ways – information in terms of given and new, 

thematization in terms of theme and rheme, and identification in terms of known and 

unknown (Kress 1986: 174).  

In a Hallidayan model, theme is defined as “the point of departure of the 

message; it is that which locates and orients the clause within its context” (Halliday & 

Matthiessen 2004: 64). In English the first element in a clause is thematic: it is here that 

the speaker or writer establishes what they are going to talk or write about. Each clause 

must have a topical theme, which is identified as the first element with an experiential 

function – ie describing processes, the participants in those processes, and/or the 

circumstances relating to them (Halliday & Matthiessen 2004, p. 85). The unmarked 

theme in a declarative sentence is the subject; in a WH-interrogative it is the WH 

element, and in yes/no questions it is the finite verbal element (Kress 1986: 180). 

Everything that follows the Topical Theme is Rheme (Halliday & M, p. 85). This means 
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that in some cases the grammatical subject, which one might expect to be the Topical 

Theme, may not be thematic at all, as in the sentence, In Australia, Wimbledon passes 

almost unnoticed. In Australia is a circumstance of location, with an experiential 

function. It therefore takes pole position as topical theme and relegates Wimbledon, the 

grammatical subject, to rheme.  

 As noted above, a topical theme is required in every clause in English. However 

the other metafunctions, interpersonal and textual, may optionally contribute additional 

thematic elements. Interpersonal themes are possible where mood elements appear at the 

beginning of the clause – the unfused finite in questions plus modal, polarity and 

comment adjuncts (Eggins 2004, pp. 302-305). Finally, some optional themes derive 

from the textual metafunction: that is, they contribute to coherence or cohesion. The 

most frequent textual themes are continuity adjuncts and conjunctive adjuncts (Eggins 

2004: 305). 

CEs will be tagged according to whether they are thematic, rhematic (as defined 

by Halliday and Matthiessen (2004)) and N-rhematic (Fries 1994). Some CEs can be 

both thematic and rhematic; some can take up the entire thematic range of a clause; some 

can be frameworks within which variable items slot. CEs will therefore be tagged not 

only according to where they actually appear in the clause, but according to where they 

could be used in the clause.  

Smith's examination of surface presentation focuses on the topic/comment and 

foreground/background partitions, which are connected to the theme/rheme division.  

Topic is not an easy construct to pin down, but Smith gives several cues for topic (Smith 

2003, p. 199) which will be used in the present research. Topic/comment and 

foreground/background will also be examined in relation to the use of CEs in the data. 

Smith notes that "Information is background if it fails to contribute to progression; or if it 

involves entities that are not characteristic of the current Discourse Mode" (ibid., 34). 

There is no discussion of the role of CEs in relation to the foreground/background 

partition.  

The topic/comment partition is also significant in relation to the development of 

cohesive chains (Halliday & Hasan 1976; Hoey 1983) within the text, and the role of 

CEs in that regard will be considered. 
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Rhetorical structure analysis is concerned with the relationship between clauses 

in texts in natural language, and to formalize the contribution those relations make to 

meaning. This constitutes an additional level of analysis not used by Smith (2003): it 

may or may not prove informative in terms of the use of CEs in the texts to be studied. A 

number of approaches are detailed in the literature: the foundational framework being 

Mann and Thompson (1986; 1987; 1988). Marcu (Marcu 2000a; 2000b) develop the 

approach and apply it to 385 documents in the Penn Treebank (Marcus, Santorini & 

Marcinkiewicz 1993). Carlson and Marcu present detailed guidelines regarding 

principles of segmentation and the allocation of rhetorical functions used during this 

process (Carlson & Marcu 2001): the detail in this document significantly aids reliable 

identification. Asher and Lascarides (2003) represent the most recent framework. The 

aim is to establish how the clause in which the CE appears relates, in terms of its 

rhetorical function, to the other clauses that appear around it. 

The next section of this paper describes part of a very small analysis which was 

used as a preliminary test for the methodology. Because of space restrictions only two 

CEs are analysed. They are considered in terms of the overall structure of the text; in 

terms of discourse mode identification (situation type, temporality and progression); in 

terms of information structure and rhetorical structure; and in terms of subjectivity and 

intersubjectivity, and contribution to the establishment and negotiation of common 

ground.  

4 Preliminary exploratory analysis 

To test and refine the methodology a top-down analysis has been carried out. In the full 

research, the analysis will operate bottom up. Reading the letters it appears that there are 

many when and if clauses, and when was arbitrarily selected as a search item around 

which CEs might cluster.  

4.1  CEs based on when 
Two hundred and thirteen when-clauses were identified in the letters-to-the-editor data. 

There were fourteen potential when-based CEs in the data: form-meaning pairings with a 

semantic or discourse function, as specified in Goldberg's definition. The two most 

common CEs in the data were when it [come] to, appearing only as when it comes to, and 

at a time when, which has no variations. When it comes to appeared ten times in ten 

different letters. At a time when appeared seven times in seven different letters.  



Helen Renwick 
‘Conventionalized expressions, discourse mode, and common ground’ 

2010

UWA Linguistics Working Papers | Volume 2, 60-91 81 
 

4.2  Confirmation and analysis of when CEs 
Following the procedure set out in the Methodology, the two expressions concerned were 

first confirmed in the BNC. When it comes to occurs 1204 times in 690 texts in the BNC. 

Of these, 953(535)3 appear in written books and periodicals, suggesting that when it 

comes to is predominantly associated with written language. At a time when occurred 

1344 times in 813 texts. Of these, 1191(709) appeared in written books and periodicals, 

indicating that at a time when is also predominantly associated with written language.   

4.3  Initial classification 
Both CEs are adverbials from the Textual category. Textual phrasemes (to use Granger 

and Paquot's term) "are typically used to structure and organize the content (ie referential 

information) of a text or any type of discourse" (Granger & Paquot 2008, p. 42).  

At a time when 

Declerck includes At a time when in the class of non-time-specifying adverbial restrictive 

relative clauses (Adv-RRC). He comments: "In examples like these, the Adv-RRC is not 

used to locate the head clause-situation in time – it is clearly given information that the 

reference is to to
4

 – but rather to comment on the present" (Declerck 1997, pp. 256-257). 

He continues: 

The indefinite antecedent is a way to represent an already identified referent as 
belonging to a set of entities with particular characteristics. (It is the indefinite article 
that is used to this end because it carries the implicature of 'exclusive reference', ie it 
suggests that there are other entities satisfying the description besides the entity 
referred to.) In the same way, at a time when represents the time referred to (ie the 
zero-time) as belonging to a larger set of times to which the statement made is 
applicable (ibid., p. 257).  

 

Declerck thus suggests that the use of at a time when by writers ties the propositional 

content to the present but broadens its temporal scope, spreading it over "a larger set of 

times to which the statement made is applicable" (ibid., p. 257).  

                                            
3 In the BNC the first number specifies the number of occurrences, the second (bracketed) 
number the number of texts involved. 
4 Where to refers to "temporal zero point", defined as "usually time of speech" (Declerck 1997, p. 
64). 
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Because Declerck's focus is on when clauses he makes no reference to the 

contrast with at the time, a related CE which is not associated with when. At the time and 

at a time when offer different ways of viewing the event they occur with. At the time 

locates an event at a specific, individual but displaced time: He was 26 at the time. At a 

time when moves the addressee to a broadly relevant situation: at the time marks a 

remote temporal reference point. 

When it comes to 

When it comes to is an example of a focalizing WC in Declerck's typology. Focalizing 

WCs "do not specify the time of the HC [head clause]-situation or a time to which the 

time of the HC situation is related. Instead they express the speaker's focus on a time of 

evaluation or observation" (Declerck 1997, p. 35). Declerck notes in regard to When it 

comes to that it "differs from the canonical type in that it does not specify a particular 

time, but resembles it in that it cannot use the W-system" (ie will or would cannot appear 

in the when-clause). When it comes to may be completed by either an –ing form or a NP: 

the significance of the difference (if any) is not apparent from the small sample studied 

here. It is similar in meaning to complex preposition CEs such as as regards (Declerck 

1997, p. 38). 

 The next sections will look at the CEs in relation to the overall structure of the 

text and key discourse mode characteristics (situation types, temporality and 

progression), surface presentation, and subjectivity/intersubjectivity/common ground 

4.4  CEs in relation to overall structure of the text 
As noted earlier, a structural analysis based on Labov, Waletzky and Chafe's work 

(Chafe 2001; Labov 1972; 1997; 2006; Labov & Waletzky 1967) in relation to narrative 

structure, Hoey's work in relation to the problem/solution structure (Hoey 1983), and 

White (White 1997) in relation to the structure of hard news stories has been adopted. 

The preliminary framework was introduced on pages 13-14. 

Of the ten When it comes to clauses, two appear in the Summary, seven in the 

Complication, and one in the Denouement. It is therefore possible that when it comes to 

might be preferentially used in Complication sections more generally. 
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 Of the seven At a time when clauses, three occur in the Summary, three in the 

Complication, and one in the Denouement.  

There is thus an indication that when it comes to clause are more likely to occur 

in discussion sections, whereas at a time when clauses can appear either when situations 

are being taken up (and evaluative position established) or in discussion sections. This 

would need to be confirmed in a larger data set.  

4.5 CEs in relation to key discourse mode characteristics (situation type, 
temporality, progression) 

As noted before, Smith defines the Discourse Modes in relation to three perspectives: 

situation types, temporality and progression. In terms of situation types, Report mode 

tends to include Events, States and General Statives. Argument mode includes mainly 

Facts and Propositions and General Statives. Narrative mode includes mainly specific 

Events and States. Description contains mainly Events and States and continuing Events. 

Information mode contains mainly General Statives (Smith 2003, p. 20). Narrative, 

Report and Description are temporal modes: Smith says "They introduce situations that 

are located in the world" (Smith 2003, p. 243). Argument and Information are atemporal 

modes (ibid., 243). In relation to the temporal modes, Smith notes:  

In Narrative, events and states are related to each other in time; the text progresses 
with bounded events interpreted in sequence, and/or time adverbials. In Reports, 
events, states, and General Statives are related to Speech Time: texts progress back 
and forth. The mode of Description has events and states, and time is static. The text 
progresses spatially through a scene. Text progression in Description depends on 
lexical information, unlike the two other temporal modes (Smith 2003, p. 243). 

 

In relation to the atemporal modes, she comments: 

General Statives predominate in the Information mode, while Argument has both 
General Statives and abstract entities. Text progression in these modes proceeds by 
metaphorical motion through the domain of the text. Motion, or lack of it, depends on 
the Primary Referent in a clause; it occurs when metaphorical location changes (ibid., 
p. 243). 

It is not possible, given length constraints, to look at each occurrence of when it 

comes to and at a time when in the detail initial analysis suggests they warrant, and this 

section therefore only examines the first when it comes to and the first at a time when.  
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 Clause numbers and relevant labels are in square brackets. As a point of interest, 

other potential CEs are underlined. 

[1. Event] Market forces will soon tell them [2. Event] if they can make a profit by 
doing so – [3. Ø] not some petty bureaucrat or interfering politician [4. General 
Stative] who believes in the nanny State. 
[5 Event] Now hear this. [6 Event] Politicians and public servants, stay out of our 
lives as much as possible [7 Event] when it comes to deciding what is good for us 
and what is not (L65).  
 

Although this segment appears to fit Smith's description of Argument – "An Argument 

passage brings something to the attention of the reader, makes a claim, comment, or 

argument and supports it in some way" (ibid., p. 33), the prevalence of Event situations 

renders it Report, not Argument mode. This is further confirmed by the fact that 

progression is anchored to speech time, evidenced by the future reference time will in 

Market forces will soon tell them and the return to reference time coinciding with speech 

time in the CE Now hear this. The segment follows the typical pattern for Reports (ibid., 

p. 98). The interesting thing in relation to when it comes to is that the Argument mode is 

characterized by "metaphorical motion through the text domain" (ibid., p. 20): in when it 

comes to,  comes metaphorically suggests motion towards a topic. The writer could 

equally well have used in relation to which has no such metaphorical motion. The 

selection is significant: when it comes to alludes to Argument mode within a Report 

segment and is possibly significant for that reason. 

 Turning to the first example of at a time when, the segment is: 

[1 General Stative] Products such as the Junior Bourbon Burger serve to normalize 
alcohol [2 General Stative] and potentially introduce kids to the idea of alcohol 
consumption at an early age. 
 
[3 Event] At a time when every Australian State and Territory is struggling to reduce 
alcohol-related problems [4 ellipsed repetition of is struggling, Event] and [to] 
remove the big booze stronghold on our nation's culture, [5 Event] why provide a link 
between alcohol and a child-sized burger? (L74) 
 

  In this case the text in the first paragraph is more typical of Argument mode. The 

use of Products such as shifts the Junior Bourbon Burger from a single instance to a 

Generalized Situation, typical of Argument mode. However as soon as At a time when is 

introduced, the Discourse Mode switches from Argument to Report, and the CE itself 
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signals the move. The use of the progressive is struggling locates the Event in speech 

time, additionally confirming Report mode status.  

 Thus both CEs have a role to play in the identification of discourse mode: when it 

comes to provides a way of metaphorically signalling text progression, evoking 

Argument mode in a Report segment, while at a time when occurs at a switch-point from 

Argument to Report mode.  

4.6  CEs in relation to surface presentation, and subjectivity/ intersubjectivity/ 
       common ground  
This section will look at whether the CE-holding clause appears first or second where 

there is a clause complex before moving on to an analysis of the rhetorical function of 

the clauses.  

Ordering in clause complexes 

Fries says of Theme, "it tells the reader how to understand the news conveyed by the 

clause" (Fries 1994, p. 234). Halliday defines theme as “the point of departure of the 

message; it is that which locates and orients the clause within its context” (Halliday & 

Matthiessen 2004, p. 64). Where there is a choice (ie where it is possible to lead with 

either the subordinate clause or the main clause), as there is in relation to both when it 

comes to and at a time when, the position selected by the speaker/writer is their preferred 

point of departure, and the difference is therefore significant.  

In regard to at a time when, the subordinate clause is presented first in five of the 

seven examples and second in one. Once again in one case at a time when is part of a 

non-defining clause embedded in the sentence (Letter 271): within the embedded clause, 

at a time when is thematic. 

In regard to when it comes to, the subordinate clause appears after the main 

clause in seven of the ten examples.  

Overall, while writers have the choice of position with both these CEs, they 

prefer at a time when clauses to appear first, and when it comes to clauses to appear 

second.  
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Ordering within clause 

At a time when: the Theme extends "from the beginning up to, and including, the first 

element that has an experiential function – that is either participant, circumstance or 

process. Everything after that constitutes Rheme" (Halliday & Matthiessen 2004, p. 85). 

At clause level at a time when is a circumstantial adjunct of location (time: temporal) and 

as part of the transitivity system, therefore stands as Topical theme. The whole CE is 

thematic and it takes up the entire potential for the point of departure of the message: this 

is a very powerful point of departure. 

When it comes to: in the case of When it comes to, when is a circumstantial 

element (type: location, sub-type: time) (Halliday & Matthiessen 2004, p. 262) and 

therefore part of the transitivity system. In this case, When is the topical theme, and 

everything else is rheme. What is thematized here is a temporal referent, even though the 

CE as a whole introduces a situation or a set of cases. When is a presupposition trigger: 

the –ing or NP that follows is therefore presupposed. When it comes to puts what follows 

into the common ground. 

4.7  Rhetorical structure 
In Marcu's framework (Carlson & Marcu 2001), elementary discourse units are identified 

as either nucleus or satellite, the nucleus being the part of the utterance which is core. At 

a time when and when it comes to both occur in the subordinate clauses, the satellites. 

The relevant rhetorical relations must therefore be mononuclear. 

When it comes to provides the topic or background against which the comment is 

to be interpreted. The rhetorical relation is Topic-Comment when the When it comes to 

clause comes first, and Comment-Topic when the when it comes to clause comes second. 

Carlson and Marcu's definition says,  

A specific remark is made on a topic or statement, after which the topic itself is 
identified […] When the spans occur in the reverse order, with the topic preceding the 
comment, the relation Topic-Comment is selected. While Comment-Topic is not 
frequently used device in English, it is seen in news reporting, for example, when 
someone makes a statement, after which a reference is given to help the reader 
interpret the context of the statement" (Carlson & Marcu 2001, p. 49). 

 

 It is therefore interesting that, as noted above, when it comes to most often comes 

second – the pattern Marcu and Carlson say is seen in news reporting. Letters-to-the-
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editor are not news reports, but it is possible that the use of the CE in this format calls to 

mind news reporting and lends greater credence to the content of the letter. This would 

partly explain why when it comes to is selected instead of in relation to or an equivalent 

complex preposition. 

In regard to at a time when, the two halves of the utterance need not necessarily 

relate to the same topic: the subordinate clause can introduce a topic that is not strongly 

related - the writer wishes the connection to be made. For example Letter 293 says in 

regard to Julia Gillard giving $500 million to the Indonesian Government for upgrading 

Indonesian school curriculums: 

Can you believe it? At a time when Australian pensioners and others are doing it 
tough because of soaring costs of living and increased bank rates, our illustrious 
Prime Minister announces a $500 million grant […] while at the same time a further 
two boatloads of illegal immigrants… 

 

The subordinate clause introduces a contrastive situation. There are two options here in 

the Marcu/Carlson framework: the mononuclear Antithesis, or the multinuclear Contrast. 

The example here is mononuclear, the subordinate clause being the satellite and the main 

clause the nucleus: the relationship is therefore Antithesis, where "the situation presented 

in the nucleus comes in contrast with the situation presented in the satellite" (Carlson & 

Marcu 2001, p. 45). Further research would be needed to confirm that Antithesis is 

consistently the relation coded. 

4.8  Reflections and the next step 
The analysis presented above is preliminary and clumsy. The next stage will see a more 

systematic analysis of all the CEs in individual letters with some refinement and thinning 

of the analytical tools used. However even the small analysis above suggests that some 

CEs at least interact with the discourse modes in interesting and significant ways, and 

that addressing the research questions may indeed tell us more about CEs, discourse 

mode, and common ground.  
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Please note: Segments of letters-to-the-editor reproduced in this article are subject to the 

Copyright Act, and the following condition therefore applies: 

This work contains material reproduced pursuant to Section 40 (Fair Dealing for 
Purpose of Research or Study) of the Copyright Act 1968 (the Act). This material has 
been provided strictly for the purpose of the research project "Conventionalized 
expressions, discourse mode and common ground". The material is subject to 
copyright under the Act. Any further copying or communication of this material is 
strictly prohibited unless in accordance with the Act. 
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