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1. Introducticn.

When analyzing a discourse or text it has proven helpful to identify

the various kinds of information found in order to distinguish the significant

from the peripheral, supporting, information. Grimes (1975) stimulated by

Gleason (1968) separates the backbone of the text from everything else and

then distinguishes different kinds of non-backbone information such as

setting, background, evaluation, collateral, and performative. That

speakers usually encode at least some of these types of information in

different grammatical constructions has already been demonstrated in a wide

variety of languages (cf. Gleason (1968), Grimes (1978), Longacre (1968, 1977),

Jones, L. (1979), Errington (1979), Wrigglesworth (1980).

Now, Longacre (1981), following the same line of investigation, suggests

that even the differences in verb inflections may be correlated with different

types of information in a discourse. He proposes the setting up of a
1

cline of verb relevance for narrative discourse. Most relevant, and

therefore occuring highest on the cline, would be the verb forms used in

backbone sentences. Other verb forms occuring in the various types of non--

backbone sentences would be assigned succeedingly lower places on the cline

as less relevant. Furthermore, he postulates that different discourse

types will have different clines of verb dynamism, which in turn may provide

diagnostic clues for distinguishing discourses. This paper reports on a

study of verb usage in narrative, explanatory, and hortatory discourse in-
2

vestigating the feasibility of such verb clines for Masbateno.
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1.1 Surmary of Masbateno verb aspects.

Verbs in Masbateno are inflected for aspect rather than tense. This

means that it is the quality of the action which is signaled by the verb

inflection rather than its time. The system is somewhat simpler than in

English where regular verbs are inflected for two tenses and, with the

auxiliaries and modals, have a multiplicity of tense/aspect/mode/voice forms.

By contrast, Masbateno verbs have an uninflected form and four aspect forms.

One of the latter is a neutral, or generic, aspect verb-form while the other

three are prospective, progressive and perfective aspects. One set of

these basic aspects is illustrated by the inflected forms of the root bakal
3

'buy' in the chart of Figure 1.

Aspect Verb Form

uninflected root bakal 'buy'

generic magbakal 'to buy'

prospective magabakal 'is going to buy'

progressive nagabakal 'is buying

perfective nagbakal 'bought'

Figure 1.

Illustration of the aspect inflections of Masbateno
verbs.

1.2 Verb aspect and time of an action.

Since the verbs of Masbateno are unmarked for time, they can be used

equally well in either past, present, or future time discourse. In present-time

passages, that is, in utterances oriented towards the moment of the

narrator's speaking, past, present and future time correlate fairly well
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At the end of sentence 6 is a conjoined negative verbal clause with a

simple root as the main verb. The verb, aram 'know', is interpreted as

perfective aspect in harmony with the aspect of the backbone eventverb
6

at the beginning of the sentence. Negated clauses give collateral information

since it is action which never actually occured. There is more non-backbone

information in the remainder of the story but this much will suffice to give

a sample of such information and some of the grammatical devices used to

report it.

2.3 A cline of verb dynamism for narrative discourse.

Having summarized the interpretation of the verb aspects for backbone and

non-backbone information we can now proceed to construct a cline of verb

relevance for narrative discourse. The most dynamic verbs will be those

used in the backbone of the story. The least dynamic will be those used only

rarely and then only in non-backbone information. Based on an analysis of

fourteen texts a cline of verb dynamism for Masbateno narrative discourse

is given in Figure 2.

Dynamic

Perfective aspect verbs

Uninflected roots (interpreted as perfective aspect)

Static

Progressive aspect verbs

Prospective aspect verbs

Generic aspect verb

Nonverbal clauses
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Figure 2.

Ranking of verbs in Masbateno narrative discourse.

In narrative discourse the perfective aspect verbs are the most

dynamic because they appear regularly in the backbone sentences as well

in some setting and background information. The uninflected roots are a

step down on the cline because their grammatical status as perfectives

depends on the presence of a dominating, inflected, perfective aspect verb.
Though these uninflected verb roots occur in both backbone and non-

backbone sentences, they are much less frequent than the perfective verbs.

Progressive aspect verbs appear in the third position on the

cline because they still represent real actions involving the main participants
although the actions mark background information of reason, result, or

participate in tight script sequences giving expected follow-up action

rather than new information. They often occur alst in first level

embedding more frequently than any of the other remaining verb forms. Note.

for example again, the verb nagaistar 'were living' in (3).3 of the

illustrative text.

Prospective aspect verbs report collateral information, that is, actions
not yet realized. They occur at various levels of embedding but more

frequently at secónd and third levels than higher. Nete the verb makita

'will see' in (3).4. Rarely, a prospective aspect verb occurs in the

setting of a backbone event. These verbs express proposed actions farther

away from the real events of the backbone then progressive aspect verbs

and so are ranked in fourth position.
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Generic aspect verbs are ranked fifth on the cline because, as

infinitives reporting reason, result, or amplication information, they

are well in the background. As imperatives and in negated predicates they

report collateral information several steps away from the backbone

events.

Nonverbal clauses are included in the ranking as representing a zero verb
occurence. On this cline for narrative discourse nonverbal clauses are

the most static and therefore least dynamic because they do not express

actions at all. They describe, identify, or state the existence of

something and usually report setting, comment, and amplication information.

Note the Descriptive clause of sentence 3 which reports setting information.

There are no other types of non-verbal clauses in the narrative text My

Personal Experience. ".

3. Distinguishing types of information in Expository Discourse.

Expository, or explanatory, discourse has a very different

grammatico-semantic structure than narrative discourse. In narrative

discourse the participants in the story or event are prominent and their

actions form the backbone of the discourse. These actions are expressed

in sequences of verbal clauses marked for perfective aspect in Masbateno.

In expository or explanatory discourse it is not the participants in a plot

but the explanation of a subject matter which is prominent.

In a narrative discourse the events of the story are linked together

chronologically even though events can be presented out of sequence.

In explanatory discourse the subject matter is presented through a series of
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context. Thus, the generic-as-imperative verbs daminate thettexts and are

assigned the highest position cr the cline.

The equational clauses are ranked second on thi
s cline because they are te

the next prominent form of independent clause. They carry setting information.

In the next position are the generic aspect ver
bs which occur as infinitives.

These carry background information of reason and am
plification.

Last in the cline are the progressive and prospectiv
e aspect verbs, in

that order. The progressive verbs occur in nominal phrases a
s headwords:

or modifiers of headwords and so are far removed f'rom the back
bone information.

The prospective aspect verb gives a comment on th
e setting situation of

sentences 1. This comment is collateral information.

Since the text is very short, there are no examples of
 some of the verb

forms, so they are not ranked on the cl
ine.
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1

FOOTNOTES

By 'cline' Longacre refers to a ranking of the verbs' inflectional

forms according to their importance to a text.

2

Masbateno is spoken in the island province of Masbate in central

Philippines. There are approximately 600,000 реople in the province and

about two-thirds speak Masbateno as their mother tongue; the rest are

bilingual in it, but speaking one of the surrounding major languages as

their mother tongues.

Data for this study were gathered in Masbate between 1973 and 1979 by

the author under the auspices of the Summer Institute of Linguistics. This

project was completed at a workshop in the Philippines directed by Robert E.

Longacre consultant for the Summer Institute of Linguistics. I am appreciative

of the stimulation from his seminars and the helpful comments he made on

earlier drafts of this paper.

3

There are three alternate sets of aspect forms in Masbateno. The

choice of set is determined by the verb focus. The set given in Figure 1

is the active verb focus set. The passive set is Ø (zero), Ø (zero),

gina- and gin-. The stative set has ma-for generic and prospective aspects

and na- for progressive and perfective although some speakers add a

reduplicated syllable for prospective and progressive aspects.

4

Abbreviations used in the examples are:

1k
- linker na/nga connects head words with modifiers;

ka is sometimes used in place of na/nga to
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connect. count words (e.g. isad 'cne', duha

'two, etc.) as modifiers to head words.

pl - plural

gen - generic

impv - imperative

inf - infinitive

perf- perfective

prog - progressive

pros prospective

5

6

The text is from Miriam V. Barlet of Masbate, Masbate.

Wayne Dye (via Longacre, 1972) reports a somewhat similar situation

for the Bahinemo language of Papua New Guinea. There the time of action is

set by a dependent verb in the opening sentence of a paragraph which is

the only verb in the paragraph which marks real time in relation to the

real world situation. The rest of the verbs in a Bahinemo paragraph are

independent but neutral in time. Their tense inflection is interpreted in

relation to that dependent verb.

7

In an article on the discourse structures of Border Cuna of Panama

Keith Forster classifies this type of discourse as Behavioral, rather than

Expository, because it has a prominent third person agent. That groups it

together with such other discourse types as nominating speeches and

employee reference reports. Whether that is true for Masbateno discourse must

await further analysis.
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