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Abstract

This study aims to investigate textual resources in some selected Burmese
religious tales by using a Systemic Functional Grammar approach focusing on the
Theme system. In Burmese, the Theme system consists of Theme choices, Theme
selection, and Theme types. There are textual, interpersonal and topical Themes
which can be chosen as a point of departure of the clause. Textual elements which
function to connect the meaning of the clauses are found in Theme position, while
those which function to link simple clauses into a clause complex appear in Rheme.
Therefore, the profiles of textual Theme in Burmese include only the textual
elements which appear in the Theme position but do not cover the other which
appear in Rheme position. Topical Theme can be either marked or unmarked.
Unmarked Theme is the most selected Theme, functioning as the participants of the
tales whose story is developed through them. Most of the instances of marked
Theme are temporal and spatial circumstances which function to set the scene of the
tales. Marked Themes in Burmese, which is an SOV language, are the effects of
moving focused elements, to pre-verbal position. Theme can be presented either in
single or multiple types. The realization of Theme system in textual meaning reflects

some of the characteristics of both Burmese and narrative discourse.
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1. Introduction

This study aims to explore the textual meaning, particularly, the Theme
system and its realizations in Burmese religious tales by using Systemic Functional
Grammar (SFG). SFG focuses on the development of grammatical systems as a
means for people to interact with each other (Martin, Matthiessen & Painter, 1997:
1). Language which we use in interaction is functionally diversified in different
modes of meaning: construing our experience, establishing or maintaining
relationship between participants and organizing the messages. In SFG, these three
meanings are called ideational, interpersonal and textual metafunctions respectively.
Additionally, analyzing Burmese tales by using SFG provides more information
about the systemic functional descriptions of other languages than those previously
studied, such as English, German, Japanese, Tagalog, Chinese, Vietnamese
(Caffarel, Martin & Matthiessen, 2003), and contributes to the understanding of

Burmese text patterns. It is also a resource for anyone who is interested in Burmese.

Although there are many studies on Burmese, studies on Burmese
discourse are very rare. The study on Topicalization in Burmese expository
discourse by Hopple (2005) seemes to be the first one. She examined only one text,
‘National Day’, and reported that the National Day text follows the typical discourse
units proposed as universal for Expository text described by Longacre (Hopple,
2005: 177). She also described the functions of the three postpositional particles,
ooé /01/, oo /ka/ and (Tof /ko/, in the text which function in different meanings.
Another study related to Burmese discourse is the study on discourse particles in
Burmese by San San Hnin Tun (2005) which is a corpus-based approach within the
framework of discourse analysis. The discourse features of two particles, C\)é: Né/,
and Go] /pa/, were examined. The use of these particles is found to be context-
dependent, topic-sensitive, and genre-specific. Since there are few studies on
Burmese discourse, it is hoped that this present study might be useful for further

studies on Burmese discourse, particularly, by using SFG.

This paper will report the results of the investigation of some Burmese

religious tales. After selecting the data for the analysis as shown in the data selection
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part, some characteristics of Burmese will be presented as a background to Burmese.
Then, the system of Theme will be presented. In this part, Theme choices, Theme
selections and Theme types found in this study will be described in order to show

the organization of Burmese religious tales.

2. Data Selection

The data for this study have been selected from five Burmese religious
tales from the book titled “38 Welfare Tales (p® @\oergcuoéoccqp:)” which
contains 38 stories about Buddhist teachings. All the tales in this book are derived
from various sources which the author, Min Yu Way, has rewritten in his own style
for easier reading and understanding. All tales aim to encourage people in making
merit. Min Yu Way (1999: 185) points out, about practicing welfares, that practicing
and following the Buddhist teachings will lead to having peace and good life in the
secular world, to gain morality, to be saved from any dangers, to have prosperity, to
succeed and so on. Five tales were selected and then segmented into clause
complexes and clause simplexes. The embedded clauses were extracted out of the
main clauses in order to examine how they were connected. There are 252 clause

complexes and 466 clause simplexes for analyzing as shown in Table 1.

Table 1. Number of clauses in five tales

Tales Clause 'Clause
complexes | simplexes

T.1 08:000c0¢  /bobglulin/  “The young blacksmith’ 65 128
T.2 :p@ooooc;ﬁ 2090 /Quzata?ibi?sa/ ‘The royalty of Thuzata’ 48 101
T.3 @oa)(\p(\)é /magalulin/  ‘The young Maga’ 59 99
T.4 é@c\?coé /saNpjaluliN/  “Model of the young man’ 32 44
T.5 pocos /?agabeéng/ ‘Aggathena’ 48 94

Total 252 466

3. Some Characteristics of Burmese

Before showing the results of the investigation of some types of Burmese

textual meaning, it will be useful to note some characteristics of Burmese as a
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background to an understanding of Burmese. Burmese belongs to the Burmish sub-
branch of the Lolo-Burmese branch of the Tibeto-Burman language family
(Wheatley, 1987: 834). There are two different styles of Burmese; “Colloquial”
which is used for informal talking, and “Literary” which is used for formal writing
(Okell, 1994). These two styles mostly differ in vocabulary, especially the suffixes
or words attached to nouns and verbs to convey meanings like ‘of’, ‘to’, ‘at’ and so

on. The data in this study is of a literary style, even in the reported speech sentences.

As Okell and Allot (2001: vii) point out “almost all the grammatical
information in a Burmese sentence— that is, the relations between constituents of the
sentence and between one sentence and the next— is conveyed by means of
‘particles’.” The particles or suffixes are attached to nouns and verbs and carry
different meanings such as ‘if’, ‘for’, ‘because’ and so on. Pe Muang Tin (1956:
193) also notes that Burmese nouns and verbs need the help of suffixes or particles'

to show grammatical relation as shown in Example 1.

Example 1. Gg:&)é e@oéo% 09305813 I
k'wé-01 teauN-go0  kai?-2i
dog-Suf. cat- Suf. bite -Suf. ‘The dog bites the cat.’
(adapted from Pe Maung Tin, 1956 )

The suffix &)é /81/ shows that egs / k"wé/ ‘dog’ is the subject, the
suffix Orc?) /go/ shows that G@Og /tgauN/ ‘cat’ is the object and the suffix & R
shows that 0%05 /Kkai?/ ‘bite’ is the verb of the sentence. There are also other suffixes
or particles attached to nouns in Burmese with such functions as locative suffix,

ablative suffix, instrumentive suffix, and so on.

A descriptive adjective may be found by putting a verb directly after a
noun (2 a.), or the verb may be put before the noun with a relative element 6202 /85/

which is a variant of the verb-suffix :Dé /6i/ (2'b.):
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Example 2. a. N a@: b. aﬁ: - G200 N
I s"6 s"6 - 05 lu
man bad bad - Rel. man
‘bad man’ ‘the man that is bad.’

(adapted fromPe Maung Tin, 1956 )

The form of the descriptive adjective in (2b.) is similar to an adjectival
clause which is also placed c20o /05/ before the noun. A clause with a relative
pronoun is turned into an adjectival clause. Pe Maung Tin (1956: 197) says that “we
would not know precisely what is being described until we come to the end of the
last clause”, because a descriptive clause precedes the noun described which is in

contrast to English.

Example 3.

:Déga?o ogjézd{lé— c200- o%:(\)ooeo:— QP2 e@on%é—oaéu
01 jwa ma teUNteIN- 63-  bobéoma- mja  nét"aiN-0i
This village at skillful - Rel- blacksmith- Plu. to live -Sent.Suf.

relative Pronoun
‘The blacksmiths who are skillful live in this village.’ (T. 1)

Burmese is an SOV language. It displays most of the implicational
universals proposed by Greenberg (1996) for the SOV language group, i.e.
postpositional, the adjective follows the noun, no alternative basic order (only OSV),

all adverbial modifiers of the verb precede the verb, and so on.

The study of Burmese syntax by Artnonla (2003) reported that a Burmese
clause can be described as consisting of nuclear: Subject, Indirect object, Direct
object, and Verb, and peripheral elements: Temporal, Location, Manner, Instrument,
Beneficiary, Accompanying actor/recipient and Final particle. Except for the Final
particle, the other elements precede the Verb and their positions are changeable for
emphasis. Simpson and Watkins (2005: 32) proposed the neutral surface word order
in Burmese:

Subj. AdV./PPimesplacey 10 DO V .
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Their experiment with the focused element in Burmese proved that the
focused element is placed immediately before the verb (Simpson & Watkins, 2005).
A greater information focus is given to the elements placed in position next to the
verb, leftwards (Hopple, 2005). It can be said that in many languages, the other
elements, such as Object, are placed at the beginning of the clause for emphasis, but
not in Burmese. Pe Maung Tin (1956: 193) contends that the object is placed at the
beginning of the clause because the subject has gone over to the side of the verb.

Example 4 shows that the Subject is placed before the verb for emphasis.

Example 4. Subject focus in response of the question ‘Who helped you?’

Rl§ecrd-} gg-oo  ogpS-oro-ch

teong-ko dzuN-ka kuni-da-ba
[-Obj. John-Subj.  help-REALNM-Pol.

‘John helped me.’
(adapted from Simpson &Watkins, 2005)

From Example 4, the Subject is the focus element ‘John’ because it is the
answer to the question “Who helped you?’ which asked about the person who did the
action of helping. The order of this sentence is OSV. When the object is the focus

element, it is also placed in the pre-verbal position as shown in Example 5.

Example 5. Object focus in response of the question ‘What did John buy?’

(O)J$ D VD-O?O 00S—omll
dzuN dibidi-go wé-da

John DVD-Obj.  buy- REALNM
‘John bought a DVD.’

(adapted from Simpson & Watkins, 2005)

As for the clause complex in Burmese, to combine clauses using a
conjunction, the conjunction will be attached at the end of the dependent clause. A

comparison between English and Burmese can be seen in Example 6.
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Example 6.
1. English  a) Idid not go to school (independent clause)
b) because 1 was sick. (dependent clause)
2. Burmese a) (‘)8]:%6 - G§eeoooéz - 633966‘999? (dependent clause)
teoma - némokduN - OJtcaunN
I - sick - because
b) eoqpé: -0 — oy - oli (independent clause)
tealN  -mo - Owa - ba

school -not- go - polite Marker

Both clause 1 and 2, in Example 6, are the combination of two clauses; 7
did not go to school’ and ‘I was sick’ connected by a conjunction ‘because’. Clause
2 a) shows that G:DOG[EJO& /03t¢auN/ ‘because’ was attached at the end of the
dependent clause O’aﬁe ec?eeoooé: /tgoma-némokauN/ ‘I was sick’, while in

sentence 1 b), it was put at the beginning of the dependent clause ‘I was sick’.

An interesting thing about Burmese syntax is the tendency to omit the
Subject. This is an aerial feature for Southeast Asia. When the Subject of a sentence
is also the Subject of a number of following sentences, it is generally mentioned
only in the first sentence and omitted in the following sentences (Pe Maung Tin,
1956: 198). Sometimes, when the clauses are linked by a conjunction, the Object of
the preceding clause is picked to be the Subject of the following clause. In this case,
the Subject can be omitted. However, the context will help in interpreting the

meaning of the clause as shown in Example 7.

Example 7.

o (o o < oc < °
wslonols quw@g—o? cﬁ:\Rooo']: §0®m—mo?—ej
2ok"atopa morijapji-go janButopa nei?se?- latouN-jwe

sometime in the past Morija state-Obj.  enemy(Subj.) torture- Emp.-Conj.(then)

C N
o cﬂm—@eﬁ I
pje?-k'gl
(Morija state) destroy-Sent.Suf.
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‘Sometime in the past, the enemy tortured Morija state, then (o = Morija

state) was destroyed.’

(adapted from Pe Maung Tin, 1961)

4. A Brief Description of Systemic Functional Grammar (SFG)

Systemic Functional Grammar was chosen as the theoretical framework
for this study. Within this framework, language is viewed as a resource for making
meaning and used to construe meaning. There are three main functions of language:
ideational, interpersonal and textual metafunctions® which simultaneously occur in
the text (Halliday & Matthiessen, 2004).

The ideational metafunction uses language to represent experience, and
the interpersonal metafunction uses language to encode intersection, ideas about
obligation and inclination or our attitudes. The textual metafunction uses language to
organize our experiential and interpersonal meanings into a coherent whole (Butt,
Fahey, Feez, Spinks & Yallop, 2000).

This study explored only the textual metafunction which views clause as
message and shows how text is organized. Although, there are two key systems
expressing textual meaning in the clause, the system of Theme and the system of
Information structure (Eggins, 2004: 298), and this study focuses on the Theme

system only.

Broadly, Theme is viewed as being of two types: ‘matter’ and ‘place’.
The former is what is being talk about, while the latter is the point of departure of
the message (Thompson, 2007: 677). However, in SFG, the main definition of
Theme is the point of departure of the clause (Halliday & Matthiessen, 2004: 64). A
clause consists of a Theme accompanied by a Rheme. In other words, Theme is the

point of departure of the clause and the rest of the clause is Rheme.
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5. The System of Theme in Burmese Religious Tales

The system of Theme is the realization of the textual metafunction of
language, which shows how text is organized or the organization of experiential and
interpersonal meanings into a linear and coherent whole (Butt et al., 2000: 134).
Theme system consists of Theme choices, Theme selections and Theme types which
will be discussed in the following sections. The Theme is the element which the
speaker or the writer uses to signal what the message is about, to signpost the
development of the texts, and to give the ground of the message. The realization of
the THEME system is Theme ~ Rheme (i.e. Theme followed by Rheme).

5.1 Theme Choices

There are three elements of clause structure that can function as Theme:
topical (or experiential), interpersonal and textual, which reflect the three
dimensional metafunctions of the clause (Eggins, 2004: 301). Therefore, there are
three kinds of Theme: topical, interpersonal and textual. The topical Theme contains
one of the experiential elements, which are participant, circumstance or process. The
interpersonal Theme is the element which functions as interpersonal meaning, and
the textual Theme is the element which functions as textual meaning. The topical
Theme is obligatory, but the other two are optional and usually precede the topical
Theme (Halliday & Matthiessen, 2004).

In this study all three types of Theme are found. Each type of Theme

provides linguistic resources to construe meaning in different ways.
5.1.1 Textual Theme

The textual Theme functions to connect the message of the clause with a
neighboring clause. In this study, there are three types of textual elements which

function as Theme: conjunctive Adjuncts, Conjunctions and Continuatives.

Conjunctive Adjuncts function to relate the clause to preceding text. In
English, it can be an adverbial group or a prepositional phrase (Halliday &
Matthiessen, 2004: 81). There were 12 conjunctive Adjuncts found in this study,
such as :)%Gpogé /BgjatwiN/ ‘however’, and O%G@O(S A"gteauN/ ‘so’.
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Example 8. Conjunctive Adjunct as Textual Theme

Theme
textual: .
T.4 . inter.: . Rheme
Conj. . topical
. Vocative
Adjunct
‘ cQ Q o 0
21 Selyell PORISO-  |0P -&) -208: QL -
s"oja :D@Q shoja -2 -Gomi  -pjo  -go
‘teacher, ?otgonou?-0i |teacher -of -daughter -young-Obj.
I- Sub;. o ¢ <
0?@(7) -O’] —:D@II
souNme? -ba -6
love -Pol.  -sent.Suf.
o ¢ o< N < o o
22 |2 goopC =1 3060-9  3IPO0D -0D§300-0-0P-9
Qojatwin PeiN-ma Towu? -tans"a  -do-ko-mu
however house-Post. cloth-ornament ~ -Plu.-Ob.
-Emp.(from).
%Z -()R—@é: o -@L—C\%-(ﬂ Il
K"6-ju-te"iN mo  -pju-lo-ba
steal-take-Nom.  Neg. -do-want-Pol.

21. ‘Teacher, I love your daughter.

22. However, (1) don’t want to steal anything from my house.’

Example 8, o$€pog<§ /BgjatwiN/ ‘however’ links clause 21 to clause 22.
It derives from the word :1% /6o/ then attaches to noun suffixes cpogé/jétwiN/
which are used to link sentences in the connected discourse (Okell & Allott, 2001:
244).

Conjunctions: by definition, Conjunction is the element used to link or
combine a clause to another clause structurally. It also sets up a relationship of
expansion or projection of the clause, semantically (Halliday & Matthiessen, 2004:
81). In Burmese, most of such elements appear in Rheme. However, three
conjunctions found in this study appear in Theme. But, they serve to connect the

meaning of two clauses, not link them to the clause. They are C\)é: /1¢/ “also’,
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Q /mu/ ‘however’, and 022: /ka/ ‘but’. These conjunctions, however, immediately
follow the topical Theme (as well as conjunctions A ko*/, 94 /con'/, in Thai
(Patpong, 2002)). The conjunction C\)é: /1¢/ functions in two ways, either
extending or enhancing the meaning of the clause, while the other two conjunctions
function as enhancing conjunction. The following example shows the extending

function of copS: /14/.

Example 9. Extending conjunction/ additive

Theme

T3] . . textual: Rheme

inter: VVocative | topical: verbal group Conjunction

31 39@@8—0% e—e@noﬁ—@—méu -

20s"we-do mo-tgau?-tea-liN
friend-Plu. Neg.-afraid-Plu.-Suf.

32 e3loo CD&JC: e—ogorg —@ﬂ?én
ds0a lé me—thws?—tcg-giN
anger also neg.-leave-Plu.-Neg.

31. Friends, don’t be afraid. 32. Also, don’t be angry.

In Example 9, when the main participant and his friends were about to be
killed, he told his friends not to be afraid in clause 31. Additionally, he also told

them not to be angry in clause 32 by using the conjunction copé: Né/.

Notably, textual elements which function to connect simple clauses to a
clause complex appear in Rheme, while textual elements which function to connect
the meaning of the clause with the previous clause are the point of departure.
Textual elements which appear in Rheme are conjunctions, relative elements, and
clause binders. It is a characteristic of Burmese, a Verb-final language, that some
textual elements will be attached at the end of dependent clause as already

previewed in Section 3.

Continuative: “A continuative is the element that functions to signal a
move in the discourse: a response in dialogue or a new move to the next point if the

same speaker is continuing” (Halliday & Matthiessen, 2004: 81). There is only one
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instance of using a Continuative in these Burmese religious tales. It occurs in a
conversation. The speaker uses a continuative 005 /hé/ to signal listeners that he
will move to the next point, he then uses a vocative to draw the attention of listeners

to the point he wants to make as shown in Example 10.

Example 10. Continuative as textual Theme and Conjunction in Rheme

Theme
T.2 | textual: . . . Rheme
Continu. inter: Vocative topical
452 |05 ﬁzeorg - @éDﬁ—O%I [[45.3]] eé:—or% cl <905§p: —gfl
he muma? -pjibu  -do miN-gd0 |na p"fa  -jwe,...
well counselor-people -Plu., king-Obj. |I remove -Conj.
(then),...
453 e —oo§p: G202
mo -toja 03
Neg. -fair -Rel
‘Well, counselors, people, I have removed the king [[who was unjust]], then...’

In Example 10, when the God Indra knew that the bad king maligned a man
and was about to kill him because he wanted to take his wife, he came to the city to
punish that king. After that, Indra spoke to all the people by starting with a
Continuative 0205 /h#/ to signal that he was going to say another thing. Its meaning

is similar to the word ‘well” which functions as a Continuative in English.

5.1.2 Interpersonal Theme

The interpersonal meaning realizes a relation between participants in an
interaction. It views the clause as an exchange. This is also the function of the
interpersonal part of the Theme. The interpersonal Theme shows the relationship

between the interactants, their attitudes and judgments to the content of the message.

In this data, only Vocative functions as an interpersonal Theme. They
only occur in conversation. A Vocative is any item used to identify the person who
is addressed, to call for attention, to mark the interpersonal relationship (Halliday &

Matthiessen, 2004: 134), such as names, kinship terms, and status terms. There are
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10 instances of Vocatives found in this study. The realizations of Vocatives in this
study are kinship terms such as ©aC /p"ak™in/ ‘father’, status term Selye /s"aja/
‘teacher’ and nominal groups such as 32633 /?as"wé/ “friend’. These elements may
be attached by a politeness markers, plural markers or adjectives. Most of the
vocatives used in Burmese religious tales are kinship terms. In Burmese society,
kinship terms can be used to address a person who is not a real kin of the speaker as
in Thai.

Example 11. Vocative with politeness marker as interpersonal Theme

Theme
T. 1 |inter: Vocative topical Rheme
+ Pol. Mk.
25.1 ‘c@oé@%’-ﬁcc/ 2= you [[25.2]] ©-23-0l-2060001i
maundzi-fin ma-0i-ba-0al3
elder brother- Pol., Neg.-know-Pol.-QW.
25.2 :Dé-g)-ooé o%:é-gp @5—33&5—0%
0i-jwa-6i bobé-jwa plji?-0i-go
this-village-Subj. |blacksmith -village be-sent.Suf.-Ob;.

‘Brother, don’t you know [[this is a blacksmith’s village]]’

Example 11 shows the interpersonal Theme, which is realized by a
Vocative, G@Oé@: /mauNdzi/ ‘elder brother’ in clause 25.1, accompanying a
politeness particle ﬂé /fiN/ which, normally, is used by a female speaker when
talking with a senior or a person who is higher in status. In this example, the speaker

used this particle with a stranger in order to show respect.
5.1.3 Topical Theme

Butt et al. (2000: 136) state that “Because the Theme is the starting point
from which experiences are unfolded in a clause, it must include the whole of the
first item in the experiential meanings.” Therefore, the topical Theme is mapped
onto a role in the transitivity structure of the clause: participant (Subject,

Complement), circumstance or process.
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(a) Subject as Theme

The participant, which is a topical Theme, functions as a Subject of
the clause. Its realization can be a nominal group with or without an embedded
clause. In Burmese, the Subject can be marked or not marked by a particle to
indicate the Subject of the clause: :Dé /01/, oo /ka/, or 0o /ha/. Normally, :)Oé
/01/ is used to mark Subject or Topic in written style, while oo /ka/ and 020 /ha/ are
used in spoken style. 0> /ka/ is used for emphasis or contrast, or to distinguish the
agent from the patient, and 022 /ha/ is used in more various proposes - to emphasize,
to suggest, to mark a pause while the speaker finds the right words (Okell & Allott,
2001). Example 12 shows a topical Theme which is realized by a nominal group

functioning as a Subject of the clause.

Example 12. Nominal group with Subject marker

topical Theme
T.4 X Rheme
nominal gp.
13 090&30 -o?? -:u&)c aosp—@:-@ﬁ 2083-m o?e&—@—oaén
tobs  -do  -6i s"oja-dzi-?i fomi-go SOUNmMe?-tea-0i
pupil - Plu. -Subj. |teacher-big-of = daughter-Obj. love-Plu.-sent.Suf.

‘The pupils love the daughter of the great teacher.’

A nominal group which functions as a Subject of the clause in
Example 12 is a combination of a noun oooé /tobg/ ‘pupil’ followed by a plural
suffix o% /dg/ and a Subject marker :Dé /61/. Some Subject elements are marked
by particles, such as 085 /tWiN/, é /nai?/, > /ma/, which are normally used to
indicate time or place in Burmese. They are called Postpositions since they function

like prepositions in English but have a different position in the phrase.
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Example 13. Nominal group with postposition as topical Theme

T4 topic_al Theme Rheme
nominal gp. + Post.

5.1 50679@9:—035 [[5.2]1] 208:- cﬁ[-mem; 000- 5: %’1— C)Déll
s"oja-dzi-dwin Bomi-pjo-kolé to-?0 fi-61
teacher-big-Post. daughter-young-litle one classs. have-sent. Suf.

52 Q?O—wéeoq]: G209
lapa-jindzé -03
beautiful- polite - Rel. Pron.

‘The great teacher has a young daughter [[who is beautiful and polite]].’

The realization of the topical Theme in Example 13 is a nominal
group aoep@: /s"ojadzi/ ‘great teacher’ with a postposition ogé /twiN/. The
process of the clause is a relational process %/ﬁ/ ‘to have’, which carries a sense of
possession. According to Okell and Allott (2001: 97), the postposition 038 /twiN/ is
a noun marker meaning ‘in, at, on, among’ equivalent to Pali locative case meaning
‘among’. Since this type of particle (ogé /tWiN/, é /nai?/, ¢ /ma/) is usually used to
indicate the place and time, when they mark Subject of the clause, which is the
human, it can be said that the Subject is metaphorically viewed as a container with

something in it.

(b) Process as Theme
Processes which appear in the starting point of the clauses are
identified as Theme in SFG. In this study, they were found in imperative clauses and

in embedded clauses.

Imperative clause is normally used to get the other person to carry out
an action. To express the required action, the process or the predicate is usually
placed in the first position of the clause. The addressee is understood to be the
person who will carry out that action, and is naturally omitted in the clause
(Thompson, 2004: 147-148).

In this study, there are five of eight imperative clauses which begin

with the process, and the rest begin with the Object. Burmese imperative clause may
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be marked by a particle indicating an imperative sense, for example ol /ba/, or lavze}

/19/ as shown in Example 14, or just only a verb without any particle.

Example 14. Process in imperative clause as Theme

Theme
T.5 - — Rheme
unmarked topical: process in imp. cl.
‘ c
442 | coo-eV UIs: O
la-Ip johaN hu
‘come-Part. (imperative sense) monk’  binder

‘Come on, the monk.’

In order to examine how the clauses are linked, the selected texts are

segmented into simple clauses. Also, the embedded (or relative) clauses are

extracted out of the main clauses to examine the relationship between the embedded

clause and the noun it modifies. An embedded clause in Burmese functions to

identify the noun and precedes the noun modified (Pe Maung Tin, 1956). It has the

typical structure of an OV language in that when a relative clause comes before a

noun, it is modified as observed in Japanese (Kuno, 1981). There were 13 embedded

clauses which begin with a verbal group, found in this study. Most of them are

relational processes, while some are material processes. Relational process shows

the relationship between two participants, or characterizes/identifies things, acts, and
facts (Halliday & Matthiessen, 2004: 210-214).
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Example 15. Relational process in embedded clause as Theme

topical Theme

T.1 - Rheme
process in emb. cl.
13.1|23-0005 [[13.2]] 25-{sC[[13.3]] 326-006-egpCe-03  [gopS-00pSti
0u-0i OAN-pjiN ?a?-to-t¢"atN-go pjulou?-6i
he-Sub;. iron-by needle-one-Class.-Obj. make-sent.Suf.
13.2 39(};?5 coooc: 6200
Poloun  gaun 03
very good -Rel. (= iron)
13.3 39(9?5 c:cWS 6200
Paloun  Oéné 05
very small -Rel. (= needle)

‘He makes a needle [[which is very small]] by the iron [[which is very good]]’

Processes in 13.2 and 13.3 (Example 15) would be glossed as
adjectives in English. In Burmese, this kind of process is interpreted as a relational
process which functions to describe or to identify the subject of the clause. They are
adjectival verbs. The example above shows that 13.2 and 13.3 begin with the verbal
group which consists of an adverb (very) followed by an adjectival verb (be good, be
small), and are attached by a relative pronoun 202 /03/, which is a noun attribute
marker used to show the adjectival status of numerals and other adjectives (Okell &
Allott , 2001: 240). Relative pronoun is a representative of the noun it modifies. In
Example 15, relative pronoun 202 /05/ represents a noun, ‘iron’ and ‘needle’ in
clause 13.2 and 13.3 respectively. Such relative clauses indicate the attribute of the

noun in clause 13.1 to show how the iron is and how the needle is.

(c) Complement as Theme
The word ‘Complement’ is used to label any nominal group not
functioning as Subject. It covers what are ‘Object’ and ‘Complement’ in traditional
grammar (Halliday & Matthiessen , 2004: 123). The complement which functions as
Theme in the clause occurs in either declarative or imperative mood types. There are
nine instances of complements in declarative clauses which are Theme. They are

followed by their Subject and Predicate respectively. The imperative clause,
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normally, starts with a verbal group, since Burmese is a verb-final language in which
every constituent of the clause is placed before the verb. The object/ complement of
the imperative clause must precede the verb. From this study, there are only three

instances of complement of imperative clauses functioning as Theme.

Most complement Themes are realized by a nominal group with or
without an object marker ‘(Tof’ /ko/. These nominal groups can be either embedded
or non-embedded. Example 16 shows a complement Theme which realized by a
nominal group without an embedded clause. Example 17 shows the realization of

complement Theme as an embedded noun group in imperative clause.

Example 16. Nominal group without embedded clause in declarative clause

topical Theme

T. Rh
S Complement eme
o o o o N °
15 Q-3230-0p egeoa@—eﬁ ©90-Qfo3-M QOM-6-3-601I
"6-225"0-g0 ?agabéna-?i miba -mja-ga le? -mo -k"aN -pé

that word -Obj. Aggathena-of parent-Plu.-Subj. accept-Neg.-accept -Emp.

‘Aggathena’s parents did not accept these words’

Example 17. Nominal group with embedded clause in imperative clause

topical Theme
T.3 Rheme
Complement Subject
35.1|[[35.2]] emoocsp  0paScs &¢  aScvo-0f 20¢[gc- (01
katinmu  ku0o  npin  6Gila-ko s"iNdziN-dza
good deed merit  and  moral-Obj. consider-Plu.
35.2 cl-o3  |[o}-8-e000
pa-do pju-k"e-03
I-Plu. make-Asp.-Rel.

‘Consider moral and good deed [[which we have done]].’

Additionally, the realization of complement Theme can be a clause
marked by an object marker. There is only one instance of this found in this study as

shown in Example 18.
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Example 18. Clausal complement Theme

topical Theme

Tl Complement Rheme
33 /] q?-o??—ﬁag—i: 39?739% GOO—G‘?S—:UEC]]— 0?0 oc%:c\)aosp @
Oii-do-na- il Pat"iPate"a pjs-ne-0i -go bobés"oja  -dzi

[[he-Plu -two-Calss by turns talk-Aux.-sent.Suf.] ]-Obj. |blacksmith -big

[[* They are talking turn by turn.’]] @O:—Dgoz-ooé [

hear-Aux.-sent.Suf.

‘The blacksmith great teacher overheard [[they are talking turn by turn]].’

(d) Circumstantial Themes
There were five kinds of circumstantial Themes found in this study.
These are Temporal circumstantial Theme, Spatial circumstantial Theme, Manner
circumstantial Theme, Cause circumstantial Theme, and Role circumstantial Theme.
The Temporal circumstantial Theme was the most frequently found in this study

followed by Spatial, Manner, Cause, and Role circumstantial Theme respectively.

Most Themes are realized by nominal groups with or without
postpositions which indicate time, place, manner, cause, and role concerning the
events in the tales. In all these texts, they start the story by expressing the time when
the event took place. This is a discourse feature of opening the story world. Example
19 shows a Temporal circumstantial Theme which is realized by a nominal group

with postposition marker.
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Example 19. Temporal Theme

topical Theme
T.1{temporal: Rheme
nominal gp.+Post.

o oc¢ ¢ C N Q (e} <
23 |y 3pg/$-0pC 0§3080§p- @: -&1-208: -Q|l-2o8
{6 2at¢" ein-dwin bobés"sja - dzi -?i -Gami -pjo -0i
that  time-Post. blacksmith - big - of- daughter- young -Sub.

N C N (9} C C <
©acC o§:oaoep-@:—<‘r? 0003-6V3-6§-20 i
p"ak™iN bobés"aja-dzi-go ja?k"a?-pé-ne-0i
father blacksmith -big -Obj. fan-Aux.-Asp.-sent.Suf.

‘At that time, the great blacksmith’s daughter was fanning for father.’

There is also a combination of two circumstantial elements; Temporal
circumstantial Theme followed by Spatial circumstantial Theme found in the first
presentational sentence of each text to express the setting of the tale which is about

when and where the story takes place as shown in the Example 20 below.

Example 20. Combination of Temporal and Spatial marked Theme

Theme
T.2 [temporal: spatial: Rheme
nominal gp. nominal gp.-Post.

1 997:33667939@7 UOG?DCZDJ)Q—@[ZIJC—OODC [c:wgsorg—eéz-ooé Gé:—@)[—@ﬁ Il

[é0aj520K'a | baranabi-pji-wé bjamoda?-miN-0i  miN-pju-?i

Long time ago |Baranathi -State-Post. |Brahmadat -king-Subj. king -make-Sent. Suf.

‘Long time ago, at Baranathi state, Brahmadat was the king’

5.2. Theme Selection: Unmarked Topical and Marked Topical Themes

Theme selection is also concerned with the choice between unmarked and
marked topical Theme. Applying the concept of Markedness from linguistics, by
which the most expected, common and unmarkable case is called unmarked, while
something that is unusual and should be noted is called marked, Theme Markedness

depends on the choice of Mood. The element which typically occurs in the first
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position of any Mood type is ‘unmarked Theme’, whereas, in the same Mood type,
the other element placed in the first position for any reasons is ‘marked Theme’
(Halliday & Matthiessen, 2004; Eggins, 2004). For example, in a declarative clause,
the Subject is typically the element placed in the first position of the clause — it is
‘unmarked Theme’. But if the Object is placed in the first position of a declarative
clause, it would be considered a ‘marked Theme’. In this study, Markedness of
Theme is based on typical Burmese word order proposed by Simpson and Watkins

(2005) as already presented in Section 3.
5.2.1 Unmarked Topical Themes

Typically, the unmarked Theme functions as the Subject in a declarative
sentence. Some processes can be interpreted as unmarked topical Themes,
especially, the process in an imperative clause. Additionally, this study also found
that the process of embedded clauses can be unmarked topical Themes as well,
especially relational processes, which characterizes and identifies things, acts, and

facts, or shows the relationship between two participants.

Example 21. Relational embedded clause as unmarked Theme in embedded clause

topical Theme
T.3 Rheme
marked unmarked
25.1 Qﬁogé [[25.2]]g)o)o:-oa@Q ©2V0 C\?C\)CQ:—O% ql(rgcg:-eﬁ
21 dwiN jwasa 0i maga lulin-dg pje?si-jaN
at this point headman-Subj. [Maga young man-Plu. destroy-Conj. (for)
25.2 cpooceo G200
jou?ma 03
despicable Rel.
25.3 o=he @@é—o&éu
teansi -0i
plan-sent.Suf.

‘At this point, the village’s leader [[who is despicable]] plans to destroy the young
Maga.’
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A word u?orgao /jou?ma/ ‘despicable’ in clause 25.2 might be translated
as an adjective in other languages, but in Burmese, it is treated as a adjectival verb
because it can be attached to a verb particle or sentence final suffix such as :Dpé
/0i/, and & /?1/. An adjectival verb is interpreted as a relational process because it

identifies the subject of the clause.

In Burmese, like many other Southeast Asian languages such as Thai and
Vietnamese, the unmarked topical Theme can be either explicit or implicit. In
particular, when the clauses are linked, the subject of the following clause may be
ellipsed. In this study, the ellipsed unmarked topical Theme is realized by either a
zero Subject [@] or an unidentified Subject [0]. The reader can refer to the Subject of
the clause by considering the context or neighboring clauses which are connected by

conjunctions. Example 22 shows the unmarked ellipsed topical Theme.

Example 22. Ellipsed unmarked topical Theme

T.3 Theme Rheme
marked unmarked

40.1 ofé-sae@oé:-(f)f oC: - @: @o:-eoa%

tho-?oteaiN-go miN-dzi  tead - 03
that - event-Obyj. King-big  hear - Conj.(when)

40.2 o= they ‘a50:- cgé: - 6omoés %—GDDOG@OQC
s"é-sIN-gaiN {i-03tcauN
medicine-quality-good  have-Conj.(because)

40.3 [o] [66-00§ ep-en o
plji?-tan ja-2i hu
be-Suf.(may)- sent.Suf. cl.binder(that)

40.4 o= he (king) |33 - §)

"0 -jwe
say - Conj.(then)
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T.3

Theme

marked unmarked

Rheme

40.5

o= he (king)

0305-03

ko-dwiN

eow-o.?mé—o%
maga-lyliN-do
Maga-young man-Plu. body-Post.
§P-60-20 é I

Ja-se-01

search-order-sent.Suf.

41

[o]

@-GO&II

mo-twe

Neg.-meet.

(40) “When the king heard this event, (he) said that ‘[it’s] because (they) have good

(41)

medicine’, then (he) orders to search in Maga and friend’s body.

‘[o] did not found anything.’

complement in the imperative, the complement will be placed before a verb in verb-
final languages such as Burmese. In this case, the complement will be interpreted as
an unmarked Theme because it occurs regularly in the language. Also the
complement of the relational or existential process in an embedded clause is
interpreted as an unmarked topical Theme. As mentioned in Section 3, an embedded
clause or relative clause in Burmese is placed before the noun modified. Therefore,
the value or attribute of the relational process will precede the noun it modified as a
nature of the language. Example 23 shows the complement in an imperative clause,

and Example 24 shows the complement in the existential process as unmarked

Typically, an imperative clause starts with a verb. If there is a

Theme.
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Example 23. Complement in imperative clause as unmarked Theme

Theme
T.1 - - Rheme
inter. topical unmarked

35.2 |36eoC| xfsa&o?o @—cﬂ’ 0

Pomaun Oinra?-ko pja -pa hu

brother your needle-Obj. show-Request. ‘that.’
353 o=he atc?’—eﬁ [

(the great blacksmith) s"0-21

say-sent.Suf.

‘Brother, show your needle’ said (the great blacksmith).

Example 24. Complement in relational process as unmarked Theme

topical Theme

T.1 Rheme
marked unmarked
1.1 eﬂ;oaespaga'] [[1.2]] oQegs-002: 0O-6LD0D
§600j520k"a 0ot"6-0a  to-jau?

Long time ago

opefB|o>-Bl.e0v>-3
jazadzo-mjodd-nai?

Yazajo-capital-Post

millionaire-son one -Class.

%—wéu
fi - 6i

have-sent.Suf.

1.2

pgeas - Pe)
Pagabeng - Pomi

Aggathena - name

o

§-6200
§i- 03
have-Rel.

‘Long time ago, at Yazajo city, there is a millionaire’s son whose name is Aggathena.’

5.2.2 Marked Topical Theme

By definition, a marked topical Theme is an element not functioning as

the Subject of the clause. It can be an element which is the circumstance in the

transitivity structure such as temporal, spatial, manner, cause, or role. Most marked

Themes are realized by a nominal group with or without a postposition. The

Temporal circumstance is the most selected marked topical Theme followed by
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spatial, manner, cause and role, respectively. Example 25 below shows a Spatial

circumstantial marked Theme with postposition.

Example 25. Spatial circumstantial Theme as marked Theme

Theme
T.1 |marked: spatial; nominal gp. Rheme
with Post.
o ¢ Q0 Q o <
64 | ap-6560-¢0-0C ee-@ﬁ-ooe:-qu $¢
{"0-néja-ma-pin mimj-?i-0omi-pjo NiN
that -place-Post.-Emp. self-of-daughter-young with

< ¢ Oo¢ <
C\)moooooe:@o: -G0:-6CO- 0
le?t"a?t"eiNmja -pé-1e-0i

marry -Aux.-Aux-sent.Suf.

‘At that place, (@) lets (the young man) marry his daughter.’

In addition, some objects of the clauses are interpreted as marked topical
Themes when it is placed in the first position of the clause, before its Subject. In
Burmese the object can be placed in the first position of the clause not for
emphasizing it but it is the effect of the more emphatic element, such as Subject, is

moved to the pre-verb position as already discussed in Section 3.

40-

35

30—/ w Temporal
/ s © Spatial
25+ o
/ a Manner
£
20’/ 2 ® @ Cause
15 g B Role
/ R = o Object
10- P
L~ O Q
/ e n
5+ g 3
- = (6]

Figure 1. Marked Theme in Burmese religious tales

Figure 1 shows that temporal and spatial circumstantial Themes were the
most selected. They were chosen to set the scene of the story. They illustrate time

and place of the event in the tales.
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In sum, unmarked Theme is the most selected in Burmese religious tales.
Most of them are participants of the clauses which can be either ellipsed or non-
ellipsed (see Figure 2). In this study, unmarked subject Themes are typically
ellipsed; from a total 379 subjects, there are 213 ellipsed subjects and 6 unidentified
subjects. As for marked Theme, there are two types: circumstantial and object. The
object which is interpreted as marked Theme is the object which precedes the

subject of the clause.

ellipsed 56%

15 %

non-ellipsed 44 %

A unmarked

O marked

Figure 2. Theme selection in Burmese religious tales

5.3 Theme Types

In each clause, there must be an obligatory topical Theme which can be
marked or unmarked as discussed above. In some cases, there is a topical Theme
accompanied by an interpersonal or a textual Theme. The Theme with topical
Theme only is called ‘a single Theme’, while the Theme with two or more Thematic
elements is called ‘@ multiple Theme’. In this study, both single and multiple

Themes were found.

Theme range in these Burmese religious tales consists of an obligatory
topical Theme, which may be ellipsed, preceded by optional textual Theme and/or
optional interpersonal Theme, or may be followed by a textual Theme. Example 26
shows a single Theme, while Example 27 shows a multiple Theme in Burmese

religious tale which is a combination of a textual and a topical Theme.
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Example 26. Single Theme

Theme
T.2 - Rheme
topical
N (o] < oc ¢ o <
27 |Q:003- 0p-2000 Cleplef=lepnllep ﬁp—@—wgll
muima?-do-0i mokodd-go fa-tea-61
counselor-Plu.-Sub;. crown-Obj. search for -Plu.-sent.Suf.

‘The counselors searched for the crown.’

Example 27. Multiple Theme

Theme
T.4 : Rheme
textual topical
[o] < < < < o] (o] <
8 |0QE§0M | 29-2000 MOP3 - QYQOC  -0p - eaT—oo@n

tonau? Ou-0i tobg  -lulin -do ko k">-6i

After that  |he-Subj. pupil -young man -Plu. -Obj. call-sent.Suf.
‘After that, he called the young pupils.’

Figure 3 below shows some textual resources used in making meaning of

Burmese particularly in the religious tales. There are two systems which occur

simultaneously. These are Theme type and Theme selection. The Theme element is

the point of departure of the clause, and it is what the speaker/author wants to tell or

the grounding of the message. It can be a single or multiple Themes. When it

explains the experiential meaning, it can be either marked or unmarked. In this

Burmese data, unmarked Theme is realized in either ellipsed or explicit form. As

mentioned above, unmarked topical Theme is the most selected because the tales are

moved and developed by its characters.
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single — topical

THEME (interpersonal) " topical
—_—
TYPE multiple (textual) ~ topical » (textual)

(textual) ~ (interpersonal) ~ topical

temporal
spatial
— circumstantial
Clause manner
cause
marked —|
role Subject
| Complement:
THEME preceding Subj. .
participant
—_— complement:
SELECTION imp./emb.
—hon-ellipsed
process: imp. mood (any cl.)
unmarked decl. mood (relational cl.)
zero Subject [o]
L_ellipsed ——‘ . - .
unidentified Subject [0]

Figure 3. System network of Textual resources in Burmese religious tales

6. Conclusion

The realizations of textual meaning illustrate some of the characteristics
of both Burmese language and narrative, especially in these tales. In order to
organize text, textual Theme, interpersonal Theme and topical Theme are the
choices selected to be the point of departure of the clause. However, it is also found
that some elements in the clause which have the same function as textual Theme, but
they are placed at the end of dependent clauses or in Rheme. Those elements are
Conjunction, relative element and clause binder. This may be characteristic of Verb-
final languages typology as in Burmese. Therefore, the profiles of textual Theme in
Burmese include only the textual elements which occur at the point of departure, but

do not cover the others which appear in Rheme.

Based on Theme selection, unmarked Theme is the most selected Theme
in Burmese religious tales. More than half of unmarked topical Themes function as a
Subject of the clauses. The Subjects in the clauses are the participants of the tales.

This reflects the development of the tale which is developed by the characters
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throughout the story. Typically, the Subject, often, is ellipsed from the clauses but
the reader still understands by considering the context or the neighboring clauses
which are connected by textual elements such as conjunctive Adjunct or
Conjunctions. As for marked Theme, most of them are the circumstances of the
clauses. Temporal circumstantial Theme is the most selected marked Theme
followed by Spatial circumstantial Theme. The combination of Temporal and Spatial
circumstance Themes serve an important function, in the placement stage of the
tale’s structure, to indicate the time when the story happened and the place where the
event took place. Additionally, there is the object element identified as a marked
topical Theme. Marked Theme in Burmese is the effect of moving the emphatic
element, especially the Subject of the clause, to a pre-verb position, not for emphasis

on the first element of the clause.

Since this study explored only textual meaning of the language and
analyzed only one of various text types, the result may be just a small part of
Burmese grammar and it is still not the system of the language as a whole. In order
to explore Burmese grammar, an analysis of various text types and an analysis of

interpersonal and ideational metafunction should be carried out.

Endnotes

1. In Pe Maung Tin’s article the word “suffix” and “particle” are interchangeable
and attached to noun or verb to covey the relation of elements in the clause.

2. According to Matthiessen and Halliday (1997: 45), ‘metafunction’ is “The
highly generalized functions language has evolved to serve and which are
evidenced in its organization (and are thus intrinsic to language)” and there are
three metafunctions: the ideational, the interpersonal, and the textual, while
according to Halliday and Natthiessen (2004: 31), ‘function’ means “purpose or

way of using language.”
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