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Editor’s preface  
 
The 15th annual meeting of the Southeast Asian Linguistics Society (SEALSXV) was 
held at the Australian National University, from April 20-22, 2005. The meeting was 
hosted by the Department of Linguistics of the Research School of Pacific and Asian 
Studies and the Southeast Asia Centre of the Faculty of Asian Studies.  
 It was the first time that SEALS had met in Australia. Since its foundation by 
Martha Ratliff & Eric Schiller back in 1990 at Wayne State University (USA), SEALS 
has been held at various American and Asian institutions, not yet making it to other 
continents.  
 SEALS is an informal association that lacks a formal standing committee or 
fixed institutional home, although the Arizona State University Program for Southeast 
Asian Studies has published the proceedings and advertised them on a SEALS website 
at http://www.asu.edu/clas/pseas/seals.html. The “unorganised” organisation has 
worked quite well, with motivated individuals continuing to volunteer their time to 
organise meetings and to persuade their institutions to host them. However, at the time 
of writing, it appears that there will be something of a hiatus in the ongoing SEALS 
movement, and 2006 may pass by without a meeting. The good news is that Arizona 
State (the unofficial home of SEALS) may host a meeting in 2007. 
 Up to forty people attended the meeting in Canberra, and a wide range of papers 
were presented. As you can see from the contents, a number of the papers presented to 
the conference were not subsequently offered for the proceedings volume, but you may 
note their titles and presenters from the program. Also there are a couple of papers 
appearing here that were not actually read at the conference, as their presenters were 
unable to attend at the last moment, but I am delighted to be able to include them in this 
publication. 
 Unlike previous volumes of SEALS proceedings, this one is distributed 
electronically and free of charge, as a Pacific Linguistics e-book. Personally I am a 
strong advocate of electronic publication for academic work. These days the sheer cost 
of paper publication is becoming prohibitive, and libraries are cutting back on their 
subscriptions to hard copy periodicals and conference volumes. By contrast, e-books 
and e-journals are no more trouble to prepare than traditional publications, require no 
printing or inventory, and can be effortlessly distributed around the world, accessed by 
anyone with an internet connection at their home, work or local café. We now have the 
technical means to eliminate many publication costs and delays, allowing academia to 
catch up with what is now established best practice in many other industries.
 Finally, I would like to express my gratitude for having the privilege to organise 
the SEALSXV meeting in Canberra, and thank the Department of Linguistics of the 
Research School of Pacific and Asian Studies and the Southeast Asia Centre of the 
Faculty of Asian Studies for their support. Such conferences are so important for 
academic life, and I feel honoured that so many people placed their trust in me to run 
the meeting. I thank all of the participants for their attendance and contributions, and 
hope that we will meet again at future gatherings. 
 
Paul Sidwell 
Canberra, October 2005.  
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TABOO OBJECT RELATIVE CLAUSES IN INDONESIAN1

 
Tim Hassall 

Faculty of Asian Studies,  
Australian National University 
timothy.hassall@anu.edu.au 

 

0. Abstract 
This paper concerns one type of relative clause in Indonesian, the variety of Malay 
which is the national language of Indonesia. This clause type has a verb marked by the 
meN- nasal prefix, and uses a gap strategy to relativise on an Object position – 
illustrated in (8) and (9) below. (In this paper the term ‘Object’ is used to refer 
collectively to both direct objects and objects of complements, as both are equally the 
focus of the paper. When it is necessary to distinguish the two, the terms ‘direct object’ 
or ‘object of a complement’ are used.) 

This type of relative clause is rejected by grammarians and is apparently 
regarded as non-existent. This paper will demonstrate that it has a small but definite role 
in the formal variety of Indonesian. The paper will also identify factors that motivate its 
use, and explain why it is likely to become more common.   
 
1. Background 
1.1. Basic clause types  
An active clause in Indonesian is as follows: 
 
(1)   Anak  itu   akan   membantu   Ali.     
   child  that   FUT  MEN-help  Ali. 
   That child will help Ali. 
 
The word order is SVO. The verb is marked as active by the nasal prefix meN-.2

Two passive constructions exist in Indonesian, often called Passive Type 1 and 
Passive Type 2 (cf. Sneddon 1996). The choice between Type 1 and Type 2 is 
determined by who the Actor is.  

Passive Type 1 is used when the Actor is third person. 
 
(2)   Ali  akan   dibantu   (oleh)   anak   itu. 
   Ali  FUT  DI-help  by    child  that 
   Ali will be helped by that child. 
 
In (2), the verb bantu is marked as passive by the verb prefix di-. The Agent anak itu is 
placed after the verb, as an oblique constituent. 

Passive Type 2 is used when the Agent is a pronoun or a pronoun substitute. 
 

(3)   Ali  akan   saya   bantu. 
   Ali  FUT  1sg  ø-help 
   Ali will be helped by me. 
 

Paul Sidwell, ed. SEALSXV: papers from the 15th meeting of the Southeast Asian Linguistics Society. 
Canberra, Pacific Linguistic, 2005, pp.1-18. © Tim Hassall 
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In (3) the verb bantu is marked with a zero prefix. No element can intervene 
between Agent and Verb. So any modifiers of the verb, as with the future marker akan 
here, must precede the Agent. 
 
1.2. Preverbal elements in passive clauses 
A constraint on forming passive clauses is that certain lexical elements cannot always 
precede a passive verb. By way of illustration, let us first look at a word that can freely 
do so: the future marker akan. In (1) it precedes the active verb membantu ‘help’, while 
in (2) and (3) it precedes the passive verbs dibantu and bantu respectively, to form a 
passive clause that is semantically equivalent to the active clause. 

A word that cannot precede a passive verb in that way, according to Wolff (1986) 
and some informants, is the word berani ‘dare.’ Here it is first in an active clause: 
 
(4)   Ali  berani  melawan   polisi   itu. 
   Ali  dare   MEN-resist  police  that 
   Ali dared to resist those police. 
 

In (4), it is the Agent, Ali, who is doing the ‘daring’. In other words, berani 
‘dare’ is semantically linked to the Agent. But if we try to use berani that way in a 
passive clause, it is not accepted by all speakers:  
 
(5)   ? Polisi   itu   berani   dilawan   oleh   Ali 
   Police   that   dare    DI-resist  by   Ali 
   For: Ali dared to resist those police. 

Sentence (5) is intended to mean the same as (4), i.e. berani ‘dare’ is once again 
linked semantically to Ali. But when berani ‘dare’ precedes a passive verb while thus 
semantically linked to the Agent, some speakers regard the resulting clause as 
unacceptable.  

It is hard to specify which words can and cannot precede a passive verb when 
semantically linked to the Agent.3 Both informants and writers disagree among each 
other in the case of certain words, with Alieva et al (1991: 390) contradicting Wolff 
(1986) by accepting berani ‘dare,’ and Alwi et al (2000:347-348) contradicting nearly 
everyone by ruling out ingin ‘wish, desire’ in some sentences. But the crucial thing for 
present purposes is simply that many words are problematic in this position. Ones that 
struck one or more of my informants as awkward to some degree include: berani ‘dare’, 
ikut ‘join in’, mampu ‘(be) capable’, berhasil ‘succeed’, gagal ‘fail’, suka ‘like’, lupa 
‘forget, coba ‘try’, mulai ‘start’, takut ‘(be) afraid’, enggan ‘(be) reluctant’, senang ‘(be) 
happy’, malu ‘(be) ashamed’ and berusaha ‘try’.  
 
1.3. Relative clauses 
A subject relative clause (RC) in Indonesian is illustrated below. (In all RC examples 
both the relativiser yang and the position of the gapped noun phrase are highlighted in 
bold.) 
 
(6)   Anak  yang  ø  membantu   Ali  itu   baik hati  sekali. 
   child   REL    MEN-help   Ali  that   kind    very 
   The child who helped Ali is very kind. 

2 
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In (6), the relativised noun phrase (NP) is anak ‘child’. The position of the 

relativised NP is marked with a gap, indicated here by the null symbol ø. This NP is the 
subject of the verb membantu ‘correct,’ which is marked as active by the nasal prefix 
meN-. The relative clause is preceded by the relativising particle yang. This type of RC 
is often referred to as a gap strategy and is the most common type of RC in Indonesian 
(cf. Sneddon 1996, Cole & Hermon 1998). 

According to most grammarians of Indonesian, one cannot relativise with the 
gap strategy on any position other than Subject. And when the RC verb is marked with a 
meN- prefix, then virtually all grammarians agree in ruling out any non-Subject position 
(e.g. Cole & Hermon (1998); Vamarasi (1999: 12-13); Kaswanti Purwo (1989: 350, 
1996: 195); Musgrave (2001: 59); Sneddon (1996: 286); Voskuil (1996: 188-189)).4 
Native-speaking informants also tend to regard such RCs as awkward to some degree, 
discussed later.  

In line with this constraint, Indonesians routinely use passive RCs to ensure that 
a gapped NP occupies the Subject position. So a notion such as “the child whom Ali 
helped” will typically be rendered as:  
 
(7)   Anak  yang   ø dibantu  oleh  Ali  itu  kecil   sekali. 
   child   REL    DI-help  by  Ali  that  small  very 
   The child whom Ali helped is very small. (literally: ‘who was helped by Ali’)  
 

The type of RC which is the focus of this paper disregards that constraint, and 
uses an active RC to gap an Object position instead. Here is an example, from a public 
address by the fiction writer Pramoedya Ananta Toer:5  
 
(8)   Bisa  saja   dibuat   daftar  kekurangan  atau   kekeliruan 
   can  just   DI-make  list  deficiency   or    error  
   angkatan-angkatan    terdahulu   yang  kalian  
   generation-generation   earliest   REL   2pl  
   perlu   mengkoreksi  ø. 
   need  MEN-correct 
   One could certainly make a list of the deficiencies or errors of the earliest  
   generations (of freedom fighters) which you need to correct. 
 

In (8), the relativised NP is kekurangan atau kekeliruan angkatan-angkatan 
terdahulu ‘deficiencies or errors of the earliest generations’. This NP is the direct object 
of the meN- prefixed verb mengkoreksi ‘correct,’ and its position in the RC is marked 
with a gap.  

A second example is this, from a writer’s personal weblog: 
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(9)    Bukankah  kehendak  kita  menciptakan    manusia  yang  tak   
   NEG-INT desire  1pl MEN-create-KAN human  REL NEG   
   bisa mengambil  keputusan  sendiri  menjadi    maksud  yang 
   can MEN-take  decision  self  MEN-be   intention REL 
   tidak  perlu ...?  Jadi  misteri   yang   kita  tak   mampu 
   NEG   necessary so  mystery  REL  1pl NEG  (be) capable 
   menangkap  ø dengan  nalar,  mengapa  manusia   diciptakan!   
   MEN-catch   with  reason why   human   di-CREATE-kan 

Isn’t our desire to create humans devoid of free will, a pointless desire…? So 
the mystery that we are not capable of grasping rationally is: why was 
humanity created?  

 
In (9), the relativised NP is misteri ‘mystery’. This NP is the object of the meN- 

prefixed verb menangkap ‘catch,’ and its position in the RC is marked with a gap. The 
lexical element mampu (‘be) capable’ is probably best regarded here as a full verb. As 
such, it is a matrix verb that takes the verb menangkap ‘catch’ as its verbal complement 
(see Wolff 1986: 142-144; Sneddon 1996: 270-271). By that analysis, the relativised NP 
misteri is not a direct object but rather the object of a complement.6

The types of relative clause in (8) and (9) – which I will refer to collectively as 
“meN- gapped Object,” seem to be regarded as non-existent.7 The direct object variant 
receives more explicit attention, with Voskuil (1996: 203) stating flatly that instances of 
it “do not occur, in no variant of Indonesian”. Similarly, Ewing and Cumming 
(1998:79) say that the prescriptive ban on that clause type is closely adhered to in both 
formal discourse and more informal written texts. And while grammarians often 
fabricate instances of “meN- gapped Object” for discussion, I have never seen an 
authentic instance of it cited by any writer.  

The aims of the present study are: to demonstrate that the relative clause type 
“meN- gapped Object” does occur in Indonesian; to describe the salient formal features 
of authentic tokens of this clause type and to identify factors motivating its use. 
 
2. Method 
The first stage of the research was casual observation. I simply recorded in a notebook, 
over several years, any instance of “meN- gapped Object” that I happened to notice in 
any text (19 instances in total). The second stage was a small-scale search for additional 
instances of this construction in written texts on the internet, using Google search 
engine.8 This search consisted of six sessions of about two hours each. It was not 
intended to be exhaustive but rather to test out tentative notions formed on the basis of 
the initial observational data about what type of formal features tended to characterise 
tokens of “meN- gapped Object,” and to give some idea of how frequently writers might 
use this clause type and in what type of texts. 
 
3. Findings and Discussion 
The study found that “meN- gapped Object,” while very infrequent, is used in 
Indonesian and within the formal variety of Indonesian specifically. Nearly 100 
Indonesian texts were found that contained an instance (or more than one) of this clause 
type.9 Of these texts, just under two-thirds were original Indonesian texts. The 
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remainder were in texts that were translations or suspected translations of an English 
text or, occasionally, of a text in Arabic or Dutch.10

 
3.1. Register 
Most instances of “meN- gapped Object” in the data occurred in texts that were formal 
in register, i.e. marked by the consistent presence of overtly formal features and absence 
of informal ones (see Ewing, to appear, for a description of informal Indonesian and 
Sneddon (2003) for the relationship between the formal and informal varieties). As the 
meN- nasal verb prefix itself is a marker of formal register to some degree, this is not 
surprising. However some instances occurred in texts that were only semi-formal, and a 
few occurred in quite strongly informal texts.11

 
3.2. Types of texts containing “meN- gapped Object” 
Tokens were found to occur in a range of text types. The tokens obtained by the initial 
stage of casual observation included ones from television interviews, novels, short 
stories, scholarly non-fiction works, and newspaper articles. The ones obtained by web 
text-searching included ones written by journalists in articles in on-line newspapers and 
magazines, and by a variety of people quoted or interviewed in such articles; as well as 
entries in personal weblogs, postings to discussion forums, academic articles, essays on 
social and religious issues, religious scriptures (both Christian and Muslim), short 
stories, and transcripts of speeches by public figures such as government ministers. 

These texts containing “meN- gapped Object” are nearly all very recent. Of 
those whose date of composition could be ascertained, the vast majority were composed 
in the 1990s or later. A couple were written in the 1970s (and first published in the 
1980s), but none earlier than that.12

 
3.3. Malaysian 
The web text-searches revealed that this construction also occurs in Malaysian, the 
variety of Malay that is the national language of Malaysia. This is significant as the 
prescriptive taboo on this construction and the rejection of it by native informants is as 
strong in Malaysian as in Indonesian (see Yeoh 1977). 

Thirty Malaysian texts were found with at least one instance of “meN- gapped 
Object.”13 Ten of these were original texts in Malaysian while the others were 
translations or suspected translations of English (or Arabic) texts.  
 
3.4. Influence of English: Translation from an English source text 
Linguistic influence from English is a powerful motivation for the use of “meN- gapped 
Object”. This is most obvious when writers produce it in the act of translating from a 
source text in English. Here is an example: 
 
(10)   Peraturan  semacam  ini  juga   memaksakan    seorang  
   regulation  one-type  this  also   MEN-force-KAN  one-CLASS 
   bawahan  untuk   memperbincangkan      persoalan  
   inferior  COMP  MEM-PER-discuss-KAN    matter  
   pribadinya    dengan   para   atasan   dalam  birokrasinya,  
   personal-3sg  with   PL   superior   in    bureaucracy-the 
   suatu   situasi   yang   orang   banyak   pasti   lebih   suka  
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   a    situation  REL   person   many   certain  more   like 
   menghindari ø. 
   MEN-avoid-i  
   This kind of rule (i.e. that civil servants have to ask their boss’s permission  
   before they divorce or re-marry) also forces employees to discuss their   
   personal affairs with their superiors in the bureaucracy, a situation which  
   many people would definitely prefer to avoid.  
 

In (10), the entire segment of head NP + relative clause (i.e. the segment suatu 
situasi yang orang banyak pasti lebih suka menghindari) is evidently a close translation 
of an English segment of text with an Object relative clause, such as “a situation which 
many people would definitely prefer to avoid”.14  

The Malaysian writer Muhammad Salleh is striking for his heavy use of “meN- 
gapped Object” (along with many features of gross translationese) in his Malaysian 
renderings from English of various texts on socialism. He wrote eight of the translated 
Malaysian texts in the data and he uses it liberally in all of them (e.g. in Salleh 2002).  
 
3.5 Influence of English: Covert syntactic transfer 
Speakers and writers who use “meN- gapped Object” in original texts, too, often do so 
at least partly because of syntactic transfer from English. The very fact that people use 
this construction when translating texts from English strongly suggests a covert 
influence at other times. Other factors also point to a powerful covert influence of 
English, as follows. 
 
(a) English and Dutch have strongly influenced the syntax of Indonesian (see e.g. 
Moeliono 1992; Badudu 1996; Kaswanti Purwo 1996; Sneddon 2003). During recent 
decades the influence has increasingly been from English and, as Sneddon (1996: 2) 
observes, new structures are constantly being introduced under pressure from English. 
One such influence during recent decades has been a rise in frequency of active clauses 
as opposed to passive ones (Kaswanti Purwo 1996: 199-208; Verhaar 1989: 258-261). 
The emergence of this active construction of “meN- gapped Object” might be one 
manifestation of that broader syntactic influence.15  
 
(b) the users of “meN- gapped Object” in the data are well-educated Indonesians (e.g. 
journalists, fiction writers, university students or politicians). This social stratum is 
highly familiar with English, which is the first foreign language in Indonesia, a 
compulsory subject throughout high school and which carries very high prestige (see e.g. 
Sneddon 2003, Lowenberg 1994). In Malaysia English has greater prominence still, and 
educated Malaysians are generally more proficient in English than educated Indonesians. 
 
(c) My informants often remarked without prompting that English influence was at 
work in original instances of “meN- gapped Object” in the data. Moreover, English 
native speaking students of Indonesian – in my own experience and that of other 
teachers – very often produce “meN- gapped Object” in their own speech and writing. 
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3.6 Formal features of “meN- gapped Object”  
The study also revealed certain formal features of “meN- gapped Object” tokens in the 
data. 
 
3.6.1 Preverbal lexical elements. Rather than comprising a minimal structure of 
obligatory elements only, most tokens of “meN- gapped Object” in the data contain 
lexical elements before the meN- prefixed verb such as negators, temporal/ aspectuals, 
or modals. Fully 85% of the tokens found in original Indonesian texts contain extra 
words of this kind and a large majority of tokens in translations of texts also contain 
them. 

An example is (8) earlier, where in front of the RC verb mengkoreksi ‘to correct’, 
we find the modal auxiliary perlu ‘need’. Here are a few more examples to illustrate this 
tendency, with the additional lexical items marked in capitals: tidak ‘not’ in (11), tidak 
bisa ‘cannot’ in (12) and ingin ‘wish, desire’ in (13).  
 
From a novel by the famous writer Pramoedya Ananta Toer: 
(11)   Sahaya   hanya  mengetahui   yang   orang  Jawa   TIDAK  
   1sg    only   MEN-know-i   REL   person  Java  NEG 
    mengetahui ø,  karena  pengetahuan  itu milik     bangsa 
   MEN-know-i  because  knowledge   that possession   nation 
   Eropa  dan  karena  memang  saya   belajar   dari  mereka. 
   Europe  and  because indeed   1sg   BER-study  from  them 
   It’s just that I know what the Javanese do not know, because that knowledge  
   belongs to Europeans, and I have surely learned from them. 
 
A well-known writer of fiction, Danarto, being interviewed in a newspaper article:  
(12)  Justru   di   dalam  puisi   Goenawan Mohamad  itu  ada   
   precisely  LOC  inside  poetry  Goenawan Mohamad  that  there-are  
   adegan  senggama   yang   orang  TIDAK  BISA  melihat ø.  
   scene  intercourse   REL   person NEG  can   MEN-see.  
   Nah,  dari   sinilah … 
   Well  from   this-EMPH 
   In Goenawan Mohamad’s poetry for that matter, we find sex scenes which  
   are not explicitly depicted. Now this is what…    
 
And one example from Malaysian (a headless relative): in the transcript of a speech by 
then-President Mahathir Mohamad: 
(13)   Orang  asing   dan  media  mereka  tidak  ada  niat    baik    
   person  foreign  and  media  3pl   NEG  have intention  good  
   terhadap kita ... Yang mereka  INGIN   melihat ø  ialah  negara 
   towards 1pl   REL  3pl   wish    MEN-see COP  country 
   kita  ini  mengalami     nasib   buruk … 
   1pl  this  MEN-experience-i  fate   bad 
   Foreigners and their media do not have friendly intentions towards us ...   
   What  they would like to see is our country suffering misfortune … 
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It would appear then that the presence of such words makes “meN- gapped 
Object” feel more acceptable to those who use it. Informants agreed that these extra 
words made the construction much more acceptable (although still tending to find it 
awkward to some degree). 

This resembles the situation with a different type of Object relative clause in 
Indonesian: one that marks the object not with a gap but with a pronoun copy of the NP. 
With that construction, the addition of lexical elements such as modals improves it to 
the point of making it fully acceptable (Kaswanti Purwo 1984:145-147, 1989: 420; 
Verhaar 1983:60) – as illustrated below. 
 
(14)   Ini  merupakan     soal   yang   SUDAH  LAMA    
   this  MEN-form-KAN   matter  REL   already  long-time  
   kita  INGIN membicarakannya. 
   1pl  wish  MEN-talk-KAN-3sg 
   This is a matter that we have wanted to discuss for a long time (from Verhaar  
   1983: 59) 
 

Compare that with (15) below, stripped of extra words and thus unacceptable: 
 
(15)   *Ini  merupakan     soal   yang   kita membicarakannya. 
   this  MEN-form-KAN  matter  REL   1pl MEN-talk-KAN-3sg 
   This is a matter that we discussed. 
 

Why should extra words improve the type of RC in (15)? Kaswanti Purwo (1984) 
argues that they (a) create distance between the word yang and the meN- prefixed verb, 
and (b) make the clause in some sense ‘modal’, i.e. not purely factual and not referring 
to a definite event that has taken place.16 In this study, the same thing is probably 
happening with “meN- gapped Object”. So for example the added words in (11), (12) 
and (13), as well as obviously creating distance, also make the clause non-factual/ non-
eventive. 
 
3.6.2 Preverbal words that are awkward in passives. Many tokens of “meN- gapped 
Object” contain a lexical element that would be awkward in a passive clause. One type 
is a preverbal word of the kind discussed in section 1.2. Here are examples, with that 
preverbal element marked by capitals in each case: lebih suka ‘prefer’ in (16), gagal 
‘fail’ in (17),  ikut ‘join in’ in (18) and berani ‘dare’ in (19). 
 

A radio interviewer’s question to a contestant in the Science Olympics: 
(16)  Kalau  Ina  bagaimana? Apa  ada   bagian  dari   
   If    Ina  how    INT  there-is  part   from  
   ilmu-ilmu      sains   yang  Ina  LEBIH SUKA   
   knowledge-knowledge science REL   Ina  more   like  
   menekuni ø? 
   MEN-persevere-i 
   And what about you, Ina? Is there an area of science that you particularly  
   like to study in depth?  
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From a short story by the writer Pramoedya Ananta Toer:  
(17)   “…sangat   indah,   usia  muda,  semua bisa   menangani,”  
    extremely  beautiful  age  young  all   can   MEN-handle-i 
   ia   mengangguk-angguk ria,   “bagus,  teruskan    apa  yang  
   he  MEN-nod-nod    happy  fine   continue-KAN  what  REL 
   telah   kami   GAGAL  melakukan ø. 17 Dulu. 
   already 1pl    fail    MEN-do-KAN  formerly 
   it’s such a beautiful thing to be young, you can do anything”, he said    
   nodding happily. “That’s good: carry on with the task that we failed to   
   accomplish. In the old days.” 
 

From a newspaper report about the arrest of several thieves (a headless relative 
clause): 
(18)   ... ketiga   tersangka  terakhir   ini  adalah  residivis … Selain  
    the-three  suspect   last    this  COP   recidivist apart-from  
   ketiga   kasus  tadi,    kasus  apalagi   yang  anda  IKUT  
   the-three  case   just-now  case   what-else  REL  2sg  join-in 
   merancang ø? tanya Lettu     Irwan Anwar.  
   MEN-plan  ask first-lieutenant   Irwan Anwar 
   ... these three suspects are repeat offenders. … “Apart from the three    
   offences we’ve just mentioned, what other ones have you helped to plan?”  
   asked First Lieutenant Irwan Anwar. 
 

From a pop novel by a well-known author (a headless relative clause). [A young 
man, Fadila, likes to tease his younger sister’s female friends.] 
(19)   Cuma  Saskia  yang   Fadila  tidak  BERANI  mengusik ø. 
   only   Saskia  REL   Fadila  NEG   dare    MEN-tease 
   Saskia was the only one who Fadila didn’t dare to tease. 
 

In each of 16-19 above, an equivalent passive RC would be awkward because 
the highlighted words could not link semantically to the Agent without creating a 
clumsy effect (see 1.2). 18

Instances of “meN- gapped Object” containing such lexical items were common 
in the data. Of the tokens obtained initially by field observation, seven of the 19 had 
such an element (lebih suka ‘prefer’ (x 2), gagal ‘fail’, berani ‘dare’, lupa ‘forget’, coba 
‘try’, and ikut ‘join in’). And the Google text-searches produced multiple instances with 
each of mampu ‘(be) capable’, ‘lebih suka ‘prefer’, coba ‘try’, ikut ‘join in’, gagal ‘fail’ 
and senang ‘(be) happy’, plus single tokens with malu ‘(be) ashamed’, mulai ‘start’, 
takut ‘(be) afraid’, enggan ‘(be) reluctant’ and berusaha ‘try’.  

The presence of these preverbal words makes the clause sound more acceptable 
to informants (although seldom entirely so). These words have the same facilitating 
effect as the preverbal words in 3.6.1, i.e. they create distance between yang and the 
meN- prefixed verb and often make the clause non-factual and/or non-eventive as well. 
But these particular ones also create a constraint on using a passive clause – another 
motivation for using “meN- gapped Object” instead in their presence.19
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3.6.3. Pronoun modifiers which are awkward in passives. Instances of “meN- gapped 
Object” often contain an in situ modifier of a pronoun Agent phrase. A prime example 
is the modifying word sendiri (‘self’). Here is such an example, from a short story by a 
respected writer: 
 
(20)   Tahun  yang   lalu   rekan-rekan     wartawan  Roma    
   year   REL   past   colleague-colleague   journalist  Roma   
   telah   memilihnya    sebagai   anggota   yang   paling   
   already MEN-choose-3sg  as    member   REL   most  
   perlente   busananya  –  suatu   pujian  yang   dia SENDIRI  
   stylish   fashion-3sg  a    praise  REL   3sg  self  
   tidak   pernah  memimpikan ø . 
   NEG  ever   MEN-dream-KAN 
   The previous year Roma’s journalist colleagues had voted him the most   
   stylishly dressed among them – praise that he personally had never dreamed of.  
 

In (20), the pronoun Agent is modified by sendiri ‘self’, to make an Agent 
phrase meaning ‘he personally; he himself’. Other in situ modifiers of Agent pronouns 
in the data were the quantifiers semua ‘all’ and sama-sama ‘both, all’ (e.g. in the 
headless relative yang kita SEMUA menyaksikan ø ‘what we ALL witness,’ and in 
organisasi yang kita SAMA-SAMA menganggotai ø ‘the organisation which we ALL 
belong to’).20  

This feature probably tends to occur in the active, “meN- gapped Object” 
construction because it is awkward to use in a passive clause. With Passive Type 2 
specifically, the inclusion of a pronoun Agent phrase modified in situ by any other 
element is doubtful or unacceptable (cf. Musgrave 2001: 84). So for example, a passive 
RC such as (21) would be ruled out by many speakers:  
 
(21) ? suatu   pujian  yang tidak pernah  dia SENDIRI  mimpikan   ø . 
   a    praise  REL  NEG ever   3sg self    ø-dream-KAN 
   praise that he personally had never dreamed of (literally: ‘praise that had  
   never been dreamed of by him himself’) 
 

To make (21) fully acceptable, the element sendiri ‘self’ intervening between the 
Agent pronoun dia and the verb mimpikan must be removed.21

Altogether, 23 tokens of “meN- gapped Object” contained an in-situ modifier of 
the Agent phrase. Nearly 20% of the tokens in original Indonesian texts contained one, 
usually sendiri ‘self’. This should not be taken as a valid measure of proportions as 
some of my web text-searching specifically targeted these modifiers, but does indicate 
that this is a likely formal environment for “meN- gapped Object” to occur in. 

These Agent modifiers made the data examples more acceptable to informants, 
and made some examples wholly acceptable to one informant. As well as simply 
creating distance between yang and the meN- prefixed verb (see above), they probably 
make this active construction sound better by ruling out a ready passive alternative.  
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3.7 Non-restrictive relatives. A considerable number of “meN- gapped Object” instances 
were non-restrictive relative clauses, i.e. ones which merely add extra information about 
an entity rather than identifying that entity within a larger set.22 Fifteen of the 
Indonesian texts with “meN- gapped Object” contained a non-restrictive token (or more 
than one), and several of the Malaysian texts contained one or more such tokens as well. 
A few non-restrictive examples of “meN- gapped Object” from original Indonesian texts: 
 

In a novel by the writer Pramoedya Ananta Toer: 
 

(22)   Ya,  Multatuli,  di   samping Domine Baron von Hoëvell  itu,  dan  
   Yes  Multatuli  LOC beside  Domine Baron von Hoëvell  that  and 
   seorang   lagi,   yang  barangkali  saja  gurumu     lupa    
   one-person  more   REL  perhaps   just  teacher-2sg   forget  
   menyampaikan  ø,   yakni  Roorda van Eysinga. 
   MEN-convey-KAN    namely  Roorda van Eysinga 
   Yes, Multatuli, besides Domine Baron von Hoëvell, and one other, who   
   perhaps your teacher forgot to mention, namely Roorda van Eysinga. 
 

A politician quoted in a magazine article: 
 

(23)   Pokok-pokok  Deklarasi  Rio  sudah  dicantumkan. Tidak   mungkin 
   point-point   declaration Rio  already  DI-specify   NEG   possible 
   kita  melanggar   perjanjian  internasional,  yang   kita  ikut 
   1pl  MEN-violate  treaty   international  REL   1pl  join-in    
   meratifikasi ø”, kata  Walanrugian. 
   MEN-ratify   word  Walanrugian 
   The basic points of the Rio Declaration have already been laid out. It isn’t  
   possible that we would violate an international treaty, which we also have 
   ratified”, said Walanrugian.  
 

A double-instance in a posting to a discussion forum on the topic of autism:  
 

(24)   Yang  terakhir (yang  saya  sendiri  belum  bisa  melakukan ø  
   REL   final   REL   1sg  self   not-yet  can  MEN-do-KAN  
   dengan  penuh  dan  sepanjang  waktu,  dan  akan  tetap    berusaha  
   with   full   and  for-length  time   and  FUT continue  BER-try  
   untuk  bisa  melakukan ø), ikhlaskan   kondisi   tersebut, 
   COMP  can  MEN-do-KAN  willing-KAN  condition  above-mentioned 
   karena   semata-mata  kehendak  Alloh  SWT ... 
   because   entirely    will    Allah   praise-be-upon-Him 
   The last thing I would suggest, which I myself am unable to do fully and   
   consistently, and will keep trying to be able to do, is to accept that situation  
   willingly, because it is entirely the will of Almighty God. 
 

The non-restrictive nature of such tokens seems to make them more acceptable. 
For instance, (22) was relatively acceptable to informants, and fully acceptable to one, 
who remarked that “it’s because of the commas – they make it sound fine”. But we 
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should note that examples such as (22) – (24) above contain other features as well 
which make them sound smoother: extra lexical elements before the meN- prefixed verb 
in each instance, plus the adverbial barangkali saja ‘possibly’ in (22) and the Agent 
modifier sendiri ‘self’ in the first of the tokens of (24). So it is uncertain how much of a 
part the non-restrictive nature of the clause actually plays.  
 
3.8 Individual variation. The last thing to mention is the issue of idiolect and personal 
variation. Seven of the tokens in the data were by the one writer: Pramoedya Ananta 
Toer, Indonesia’s most internationally famous writer of fiction. The instances (8), (11), 
(17) and (22) are all from works of his, and his seven tokens in the data were from five 
separate works: two novels, an autobiography, a short story and a public address. So 
while we can assume that many educated Indonesians never use this construction, the 
data suggest that others may use it with some regularity as a feature of their idiolect. 
 
4. Conclusion 
This study shows that that gapped object relative clauses do occur in Indonesian in the 
presence of the meN- verb prefix. While their textual frequency is extremely low and 
they are still generally regarded as ungrammatical, they have a marginal role in the 
formal variety of Indonesian.  

A major reason people use this clause type is influence of English. Sometimes 
the influence of English is overt, in the form of translation from an English source text. 
Often it is more covert, in the form of second language syntactic transfer. 

This clause type has some striking formal features. One is the frequent presence 
of preverbal lexical elements such as negators, temporal/aspectual markers or modals. 
Another is the common inclusion of elements that make it harder to use a passive clause 
instead. These include preverbal lexical elements like mampu ‘(be) capable’ and berani 
‘dare,’ as well as in situ modifiers of pronoun Agents, such as sendiri ‘self’. A final 
observation is that this type of RC is sometimes non-restrictive.  

The factors above probably interact in many cases. For instance transfer from 
English probably interacts with the presence of lexical elements conducive to this type 
of RC, to motivate speakers/ writers to use it.  

Individual preference also seems important, as one famous writer employs this 
construction as a small but definite part of his idiolect.  

Finally, the study extends our knowledge of English influence on Indonesian by 
identifying this structure as one for which English is largely responsible. As English 
influence on the language keeps growing (at least for the foreseeable future), this type 
of clause will probably become more widely and heavily used.  
 

Notes 
1  I am grateful to the following Indonesians who helped with this study by supplying 

judgements on the acceptability of many data examples: Amrih Widodo, Catharina Williams, 
Djasamen Saragih, Hamdan Juhannis and Urip Sutiyono; as well as to Ben Arps for 
discussing Dutch relative clauses with me. 

2  meN- is the prefix of a great many active transitive verbs. Voskuil (1996: 61) regards meN- as 
a marker of active voice. Musgrave (2001: 102) says that while it does not mark active voice 
“in the sense usually understood”, it does signal that the Actor of the clause is linked to the 
Subject function. Cole and Hermon (1998:2) call it a transitive prefix. The fact that meN- also 

12 



Taboo object relative clauses in Indonesian 

prefixes a small number of intransitive verbs makes it hard to characterise its function in a 
simple way. 

3 Wolff (1986:143-144) and Vamarasi (1999: 141-146) claim that it is full verbs which cannot 
precede a passive verb when linked semantically to the Agent. Sneddon (1996: 270-271) 
offers a slightly different analysis, implying that a few words can precede a passive verb in 
that way and yet still function as verbs while so doing (namely berhasil ‘succeed’, gagal ‘fail’, 
mau ‘want’ and ingin ‘wish, desire’).

  
4 Keenan (1972) and Keenan and Comrie (1977) both claim that gapped relativisation of the 

direct object is possible in the presence of the “meN-” prefix, but the fabricated example they 
offer is explicitly rejected by both Musgrave (2001: 240) and Yeoh (1977: 86), and Comrie 
himself later says that it is not possible to relativise on the direct object in Indonesian (Comrie 
1989: 157). Chung (1976) implicitly accepts “meN- gapped Object” with objects of 
complements – see note 6 below. In the absence of a meN- prefix on the verb, certain 
grammarians (Voskuil 1996; Musgrave 2001; Cole & Hermon 1998) accept gapped relatives 
on the direct object (or ‘non-subject argument’ as two of them prefer to call it). They all 
acknowledge that this RC type, as well, is prescriptively frowned upon.  

5 I have not marked instances of this clause type with a * or ? symbol in this paper, as all cited 
instances are authentic textual examples. 

6   Whether a preverbal lexical element in an active clause is a full verb can be hard to determine. 
A primary test is whether that lexical element can precede the verb in an equivalent passive 
clause: auxiliary words can do so while full verbs cannot (Wolff 1986: 142-143; Vamarasi 
1999: 142). Another test is whether the complementiser untuk can intervene between that 
lexical element and the main verb in the active clause (Vamarasi 1999: 143). However both 
these tests yield an equivocal answer for many lexical elements.  
Chung (1976: 51) seems to accept “meN- gapped Object” when the relativised NP is the 
object of a complement rather than a direct object. She does not say so outright, but proffers 
two (fabricated) examples of gapped non-subject relative clauses that she finds acceptable and 
contends that they prove how meN- prefix can appear on the verb under “ill-understood 
conditions”. The gapped NP in one instance appears to be the object of a sentence 
complement, and in the other instance, the object of a complement verb (see examples 36a 
and 36b of Chung’s text). Unfortunately no other writers pass a direct judgement on Chung’s 
two sentences. Cole, Hermon & Tjung (2003) claim that Musgrave (2001) explicitly rejects 
both, but my own reading of Musgrave (2001) found no mention of either.  

7 Cole, Hermon and Tjung (2003) find that in colloquial Jakartan Indonesian, gapped object 
relatives occasionally occur in speech in the presence of the nasal verb prefix N- (not meN-). 
They argue that this happens because the nasal N- prefix in Jakartan Indonesian is losing its 
status as a marker of active transitive verbs (and as support for that latter assertion, cite a 2002 
paper by David Gil).  

8 I chose an internet search-engine rather than concordance software such as WordSmith Tools 
because it would have taken too long to create a large enough corpus to search using the latter. 
The Google search engine allowed (somewhat clumsy) searching of an enormous corpus of 
text. Its main disadvantage was that it does not allow truncation of words, so I could not 
search a given slot for the presence of a meN- prefixed verb by entering only the letters “me”. 
The few web search engines that do allow truncation (e.g. Alta Vista) proved to have other 
disadvantages that outweighed it. A typical Google search entry started with the relativiser 
yang and looked something like this: “yang saya OR aku OR kamu OR Anda OR dia OR ia 
OR mereka mampu OR gagal OR suka OR berhasil OR berani.” In some searches the ‘wild 
card function’ of the asterisk was also useful, i.e. an asterisk entered as a search term yields 
any word occurring in that slot. As the above example of a search entry shows, my search 
terms tended to specify pronoun Agents rather than full noun Agents because of the 
conveniently small number of the former. This naturally biased the data results towards tokens 
containing that type of Agent. 
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9 Shortly after presenting this paper I chanced upon a much faster way to locate instances of 
“meN- gapped Object” in web-based texts, namely by specifying common meN- prefixed 
verbs as terms within the Google search entries, e.g. membeli ‘to buy’, mengalami ‘to 
experience’, menjawab ‘to answer’ or melihat ‘to see’. By brief experimentation with that 
new search technique I found another forty texts containing ‘meN- gapped Object’ – not 
analysed in this paper.  

 
10 In the case of unattributed and possibly old translations of extracts from the Bible, the source 

text was quite likely Dutch. In the case of quotations from Islamic scriptures, it was quite 
likely often Arabic. Dutch Object relative clauses are closely parallel in structure to “meN- 
gapped Object” in much the same way as English ones are, and as far as I can see, Arabic 
Object relative clauses are also closely parallel to it when their optional resumptive pronoun 
is absent (cf. Gensler 2004).  

11 I probably skewed my web-search results towards tokens occurring in formal register by my 
choice of search terms, to some extent. For example, when specifying lexical items for the 
pronoun slot I tended to leave out the distinctly colloquial 1st person pronoun form gue/gua. 

12 In the case of quotations from translated editions of the Bible or the Koran, generally no 
information was provided about what edition was being quoted from or when the translation 
was written. 

13 Despite the smaller number of web-text instances in Malaysian, these reveal a degree of 
penetration by “meN- gapped Object” into not only the formal but the official language. I 
found three tokens in separate speeches by then-President Mahathir Mohamad and one in a 
speech by a High Court Judge on his auguration, two instances on a government web-site 
giving information for applicants for a civil service examination, and two in a statute 
concerning the surrender of library materials to the government. 

14 The structural parallels between English Object relative clauses and “meN- gapped Object” 
are very close. Just as the head NP in the English construction is followed by a relative 
pronoun who or which or complementiser that, the head NP in “meN- gapped Object” is 
followed by the relativiser yang. And the order of subsequent elements within the RC is the 
same in both cases: Agent phrase + optional modifiers/ matrix verb + active verb. (In the case 
of English the element who/ which/that is actually optional, e.g. “the book (that) I bought 
yesterday”; I don’t know how that fact affects perceptions of structural similarity.) 

15 Another active RC type has also appeared in recent decades under influence of English. This 
is a gapped object RC without meN- prefix on the verb, such as yang saya tak harapkan ø 
‘which I do not expect’ (Kaswanti Purwo 1996: 195; plus see p 208 for attribution to English 
influence). While Kaswanti Purwo (1996) himself implicitly regards that RC type as a 
passive clause, Voskuil (1996), Musgrave (2001) and Cole & Hermon (1998) all 
convincingly analyse it as active. Other forms of English influence on Indonesian syntax 
include the emergence of RCs employing relative pronouns (Moeliono 1992: 31; Badudu 
1996: 36), the appearance of formal equivalents to English participle constructions (Moeliono 
1992: 31; Kaswanti Purwo 1996: 196-197), and the rise in the use of copulas (e.g. Kaswanti 
Purwo 1996:192-193; Badudu 1996: 35).  

16 Kaswanti Purwo (1984: 147) actually refers to distance between yang and the subject of the 
relative clause (“konstituen subjek dalam klausa yang bersangkutan”), but I cannot fully see 
how that formulation would apply in all of his own data examples.  

17 Interestingly, in the very next line of this story the interlocutor echoes this statement by using 
gagal in a passive clause instead: Apa yang ø telah gagal Bapak lakukan? ‘What is it that 
you failed to carry out?’ (literally, ‘that failed to be carried out by you?’ ). Some informants 
judged this reply to be more awkward than the “meN- gapped Object” construction in (17) 
that preceded it. 

18 In the case of (19) specifically, the equivalent passive clause would also run a high risk of 
being misunderstood. Such a passive clause, i.e. Cuma Saskia yang ø tidak berani diusik 
(oleh) Fadila, might be taken to mean “Only Saskia didn’t dare to be teased by Fadila”. That 
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is, readers would interpret the lexical element berani ‘dare’ in the passive clause as linking 
semantically to the Undergoer ‘Saskia’. So in (19) “meN- gapped Object” functions partly to 
avoid semantic ambiguity. 

19 The fact that these preverbal elements can be analysed as verbs themselves (see 1.2) is 
significant. It constitutes another parallel with the pronoun-copying type of Object RC – since 
another way to render that construction acceptable is to insert a matrix verb (Kaswanti Purwo 
1989: 420 f3) or a clause (Kaswanti Purwo 1984: 147). 

20 The word sama-sama is most often used as a comitative meaning ‘together’ and in that sense 
it modifies the verb or entire clause, but it can mean ‘both, all’ (see Stevens & Schmidgall-
Tellings 2004), and in that latter sense it modifies the Agent specifically. Stevens & 
Schmidgall-Tellings (2004) gloss sama-sama in this latter use as colloquial in register, but 
the texts in which it occurred in these data were not noticeably informal. 

21 There are often ways around this constraint. One can float certain modifiers of the Agent to a 
position after the verb instead. This can be done with the modifier sendiri ‘self’ – although 
not with the quantifier semua ‘all’ (see Musgrave 2001: 184) nor, it seems to me, with the 
quantifier sama-sama ‘both, ‘all’ without changing it into a comitative word meaning 
‘together’. And if the pronoun Agent is third person specifically, one could use a Passive 
Type 1 instead of Type 2. But the data nevertheless suggest that a desire to modify the 
pronoun Agent in situ is a motivation for using the “meN- gapped Object” relative clause.   

22 Keenan (1985) confines his notion of a relative clause to restrictive RCs only, calling non-
restrictive ones ‘relative-like’ structures (Keenan 1985: 168-169). Little is written about non-
restrictive RCs in Indonesian. Sneddon (1996) does not discuss them except for one special 
class that has marginal status (Sneddon 1996: 288: section 3.101). While Alwi et al (2000: 
391) include one non-restrictive RC among their list of RC examples they do not remark on 
its difference from the others. In written Indonesian non-restrictive RCs are often set apart 
from the rest of the sentence by commas, although this convention is not always observed. 

 
List of abbreviations in glosses 
1sg, 2sg, 3sg   1st, 2nd, 3rd person singular 
1pl, 2pl, 3pl   1st, 2nd, 3rd person plural 
CLASS     classifier 
COMP     complementiser 
COP      copula 
EMPH     emphatic marker 
FUT      future temporal marker  
INT      interrogative particle 
LOC      locative marker 
NEG      negator 
PL       plural marker 
PROG     progressive aspect marker 
REL      relativising particle 
 

Appendix: Source of numbered data examples from authentic texts 
 (8) From a speech titled “Angkatan Muda Sekarang” by Pramoedya Ananta Toer, at his 

inauguration as a member of the Democratic People’s Party (PRD), in Jakarta, 21st March 1999. 
On website of the journal Media Kerjabudaya. http://mkb.kerjabudaya.org/mkb-arsip.htm 
(accessed 10/4/04) 

(9) Webpage titled ‘Pertanyaan-pertanyaan dasar manusia’. Personal weblog of an unnamed writer 
(from country-specific references in text evidently an Indonesian writing around the year 2000).  
http://brasouw.tripod.com/isi/manusia_diciptakan.htm (accessed 30/1/05) 
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(10) Ruang Batin Masyarakat Indonesia: by Niels Mulder, Yogyakarta: LKiS, at page 101. [Original 
title: “Inside Indonesian Society: An Interpretation of Cultural Change in Java”, The Pepin Press 
BV. Translator: Wisnu Hardana] 

(11) Novel Bumi Manusia by Pramoedya Ananta Toer. Malaka: Wira Karya, 1981, at p 125 
(12) Article “Semua Disulap Atas Nama Ramadan” (An interview with fiction writer Danarto) by 

Ahda Imran, in the Berakhir Pekan section of the newspaper Pikiran Rakyat, Sunday 24th 
October 2004. www.pikiran-rakyat.com/cetak/1004/24/04.htm (accessed 8/4/05) 

(13) On website of political party UMNO. Speech by Mahathir Mohamad, titled “Melayu Mudah 
Lupa”. (Given at the opening of the convention “Perhimpunan Agung UMNO”, held at the 
trade centre Pusat Dagangan Dunia Putra (PWTC) on 21st June, 2001. 
www.utusan.com/utusan/SpecialCoverage/UMNO2001/index.asp?pg=ucapan_mahathir.htm 
(accessed 8/2/05) 

(16) Question by a reporter to a member of Indonesian Science Olympics Team (Tim Olimpiade 
Sains Indonesia), on live radio: Radio Mercury FM, Surabaya, on program ‘Dunia Pendidikan’, 
on 7/12/04, at 7.30pm WIB 

(17) Story “Tailalat” by Pramoedya Jakarta, dated 10 July 1996. From a website named "Pramoedya 
Ananta Toer” http://www.radix.net/~bardsley/prampage.html (accessed 30/10/03)  

(18) From an article “Kula Mung Ping Tiga, Pak”, in newspaper Bernas. Author’s initials: ‘phj’. 
www.indomedia.com/bernas/9910/04/UTAMA/04dul2.htm (accessed 5/2/05) 

(19) Novel Saskia, by Marga T. Jakarta: Gramedia, 1985, at page 13 
(20) Story Via del Mare, in the collection of short stories Tentang Delapan Orang, by Satyagraha 

Hoerip. Jakarta: Pustaka Jaya, 1980, at page 56 
(22) Novel Bumi Manusia by Pramoedya Ananta Toer. Malaka: Wira Karya, 1981, at page 185 
(23) Wulanrugian M. Ratulangie Soedjoko, a member of a Special Committee of the People’s 

Representative Council, quoted in the article “Buruk LSM, Istilah Dibelah” , by Dwitri Waluyo. 
in magazine Gatra, Number 35/III, 19th July, 1977. Text of that Gatra article forwarded by 
John MacDougall to a newsgroup on 21/07/1997. URL of that posting: 
www.hamline.edu/apakabar/basisdata/1997/07/21/0020.html (accessed 5/2/05) 

(24) Posting to peduli-autis website by “Idham” on 12th Jan 2005. Subject: [Puterakembara] Re: 
Bijaksanakah aku? On Website of the organisation ‘Puterakembara’ 
http://puterakembara.org/archives/00000099.shtml (accessed 30/1/05) 
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Abstract 
In the present paper, firstly, we are going to pin down the features of each shape-based 
classifier in Hakka; secondly, the corresponding classifiers in Taiwanese and Taiwan 
Mandarin will be compared. The categorization models used are prototype theory, 
interaction relation, eight categories of classification and dimension saliency. In Hakka, 
there are about six classifiers relating to shape as their perceptual basis: thiao55, ki31, 
tsong31, tsak2, te55 and liap4. thiao55 classifies those objects with long shape, in other 
words, one-dimensional salient objects. The entities take ki31 as classifier have the 
following features: one-dimensional salient, hard or rigid, the feature of root or sticklike 
part of the entity when it is used. The first kind of entities taking classifier tsong31 are 
two-dimensional salient and, on the other hand, are characterized with the function of 
placement, that means a flat surface to place something. The second type are those 
which are made from paper. tsak2 categorizes hollow objects which have function of 
placement and passing through. “box”, “tire”, ”cup” and “teapot” are able to contain 
things. Moreover, the classifier tsak2 is on its way becoming a general classifier. These 
entities taking te55 as classifier are featured with a flat surface. The kind of spherical 
entities are classified by liap4. As far as the comparison of classifier denoting 
long-shaped entities among these three dialects is concerned, the feature 
one-dimensional salient is essential feature in all three dialects. Flexible and rigid/hard 
are two major distinctive features in all three dialects. The feature root, in our opinions, 
plays a minor but important roll in Taiwanese and especially in Hakka. As for the 
entities with saliency two dimensions, two-dimensional salient and paper material are 
two essential features in all three dialects. Spreading or pulling out to use is a feature to 
be categorized by zhang in Mandarin and tsong31 in Hakka but that’s not found in 
Taiwanese. It is found that in every set of classifiers the essential features are almost the 
same. Their differences lie in distinctive features. The paper is organized as following: 
section 1 is literature review; in section 2 we investigate shape-based classifiers in 
Hakka in terms of distinctive feature; section 3 the comparison among three dialects is 
made; section 4 is conclusion.  
 

1.0 Introduction 
According to Lakoff(1987), “to understand how human beings categorize in general, 
one must at least understand human categorization in the special case of natural 
language.” The choice of classifier in Chinese is anything but an accident. Through the 
understanding of classifier, we can get a clear picture of how we categorize nouns. 
There have been a lot of papers concerning about Chinese classifiers.1 The present paper 

                                                 
1 Please refer to references. 
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focuses on shape-based classifiers in Hakka. The features of each shape-based classifier 
are going to be figured out. We adopt the categorization model used in Wu (1996), 
prototype theory, Denny’s interaction relation, eight categories of classification 
proposed by Allan (1977), Tversky and Hemenway (1984) and Pinker (1989)’s 
dimension saliency. In the first section, these categorization models will be reviewed. In 
the second section, we are going to investigate semantic features of each shape-classifier. 
In the third section, the comparison of shape-based classifiers in Taiwan Mandarin, 
Taiwanese and Hakka is made to have a better understanding. 
 
1.1 Prototype theory 
Certain members of a category are more representative than the other members of the 
category. The most representative members of a category are called “prototypical” 
members. A noun is classified by comparing with the prototypical members.  
 
1.2 Interaction relation 
Denny (1976) suggests that “cross-linguistically, classifiers fall into three basic 
semantic types, all having to do with human interactions: physical interaction such as 
handling, functional interaction such as using an object as a vehicle, and social 
interaction such as interacting appropriately with a human compared to an animal, or a 
high status person compared to a low status one.”  
 
1.3 Eight categories of classification 
Based on the seven categories proposed by Allan(1977), Tversky and Hemenway(1984) 
claims eight categories of classification: 
 

i. material: the essence of the entities. There are three subcategories: animacy, 
abstract and verbal nouns, inanimacy.  

ii. shape: dimensional categories (saliently one-dimensional, two-dimensional, 
and three-dimensional) and non-dimensional categories(prominent curved 
exterior). 

iii. consistency: flexible, hard or rigid, and non-discrete.  
iv. size: big and small. 
v. location: the location of a noun. 
vi. arrangement: arrangement identify three kinds of objects: I. An object or 

objects in some specific and non-inherent configuration. II. an object or set 
of objects in a specific position. III. objects in some kind of specific 
non-inherent distribution. 

vii. Quanta: Quantity is the basis of categorization.  
viii. Attributes of parts: the categorization is based on one part of the whole 

body. 
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1.4 . Dimensional saliency 
According to Wu(1996), dimensional saliency could be expressed by x, y, z, three 
dimensions of an object. (x>y>z). 
 
(i) Typical one-dimensional salient, the proportion of y/x is near 0, and that of z/y is 

near 1. 
(ii) Typical two-dimensional salient, the proportion of z/y is near 0, and that of y/x is 

near 1. 
(iii) None salient dimensional, the proportion of z/y is near 1, and that of y/x is near 

1.  
 
2.0 Shape-based classifiers in Hakka2

There are about six classifiers relating to shape as their perceptual basis: thiao55, ki31, 
tsong31, tsak2, te55 and liap4. We are going to discuss these classifiers respectively.  
 
2.1 Classifier thiao55 
thiao55 classifies those objects with long shape, in other words, one-dimensional salient 
objects.  
 
(1) objects with feature long 
it2 thiao55 sui22 kong14 a conduit 
 phi55 tai22 a leather belt 
 so55 e55 a rope 
 giu55 thiao55 a fritter of twisted dough 
 thu214 si55 mian31 bao55 a loaf of toast 
 gieNn31 tshong55 a Chinese sausage 
 ngaN55 kao31 a tube of tooth paste 
 ne11ku55tai31 a necktie  
 bong55 kua31 e55 a cucumber 

 
The long shape characterizes those objects in (1). The proportion of y/x of those 

objects is near 0, and that of z/y is near 1. This belongs to the type of one-dimensional 
salient. Those items in (2) are also featured with long shape. And the long feature is the 
most prominent in shape. Moreover, one can not tell its length without professional 
measure methods. 

 
(2) objects with feature long 
it2 thiao55 sien31 a line of thread 
 lu22 a road 
 kai31 lu22 a street 
 ho55 pa22 a river 

 
The use of thiao55 could be extended to abstract items, such as in (3). According 

to Liu(1965), the abstract use originated from that fact that ‘matters’ are recorded on the 

                                                 
2 The Hakka we investigate here is Tongluo hakka dialect. The informant is 55 years old, female, 

and she is a teacher in junior high school in Tongluo.  
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books which is made of bamboo or wood, the shape of bamboo or wood is long and 
narrow. This kind of abstract use is based on the shape of concrete object: long and 
narrow bamboo or wood. In this Hakka dialect, thiao55 follow the abstract use.  

 
(3) abstract items3

it2 thiao55 sin31 bun55 news 
 se22 miaNn22 life 
 khui31 thing22 regulation 

 
In our data, thiao55 also classifies animal items, in (4)4, that are characterized by 

long shape. In Tu(1998)’s data, fish is categorized by the classifier miN55/muiN55. The 
tail part of fish is adopted to represent the whole body. Moreover, in Tu’s data, “cow” 
could be classified by thiao55 in few dialects. That may be explained as that the trunk 
part of cow is the most salient and important. And the shape of the trunk part is, mostly, 
long and narrow. However, it is very interesting to find the data that thiao55 classified 
animals.   

 
(4) animals  
it thiao/miN/mui ng55 e55 fish 
 sa55 ko31 a snake 
 mo22 mo22 tshuNn55 a caterpillar  

 
There is one item that we have to be discussed here, “a rubber band”. When “a 

rubber band” is not used, it is loose and a circle. When it is used, it is tense and like a 
rope. “A rubber band” is classified in the form of being used, in other words, its 
functional interaction with people play a decisive role in categorization.  

 
2.2 classifier ki31  
Some of the objects with one-dimensional saliency do not take classifier thiao55, 
instead they take ki31 as their classifier.  
 
(5) 
it2 ki31 fo55 tsai55 a match 
 bit2 a pen 
 kun22 ne55 a stick 
 dang22 e55 a nail 
 hiong31 a stick of incense 
 tsu22 a bamboo stick 
 thien22 fo22 tun31 an electric wire rod 
 lap2 tsut4 a candle 
 gien55 a cigarette 
 kam55 tsa22 a sugarcane 
 miaNn55 phai55 a gambling fortune number 
 tshiam31 a fortune label 
    
                                                 
3 In our data, li55 iu55 (a reason) is classified by tsak2 not by thiao55. 
4 These items in (4) are also categorized by miN/muiN55 in Tongluo dialect.  
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In comparison with these items taking thiao55 as classifiers in (1), these items in (5) are 
the same with those items in the part of one-dimensional saliency. But they are different 
in the categorization of consistency. Those taking thiao55 are more flexible, while those 
taking ki31 are harder and more rigid.  
 In Taiwan Mandarin, the items with the feature root are categorized by gen. In 
Hakka dialect, there is not gen classifier. Those items with the feature root take ki31 as 
classifier.  
 
(6) objects with the feature root 
it2 ki31 moN55 hair/fur 
 thieu55 naN55 moN31 hair 
 tsho13 a blade of grass 
 tshuNn31 a green onion 
 ngaN55 tshi13 a tooth 
 su13 a hand 
 su55 tsi22 thieu55 a finger 
 kiot4 a foot 
    
 The original meaning of ki31 is “branch”. The original meaning of thiao55 is 
“twig or the end part of the branch”. Branches develop from the trunks, twigs develop 
from branches. If gen, the classifier with root meaning, does not exist, ki31 is a better 
choice to cover it because ki31 is nearer to the root than thiao55.  
 Ki31 also categorizes tools. These tools in (7) functionally interacts people with 
the long, rigid, part as Wu(1999) observes “the sticklike part that is grasped when using 
the entity, and the classifier chosen is based on a perception of the shape of that part of 
the entity.”  
 
(7) tools 
it2 ki31 fu22 thieu55 an ax 
 tsa31 e55 an umbrella 
 tsien22 to55 a pair of scissors  
 su22 tien55 ne55 a flashlight 
 so22 ba13 a broom 
 kiam13 a sword 
 tshun22 e55 a gun 
 so22 si55 a key 
    
The entities take ki31 as classifier are characterized by the following features: 
one-dimensional saliency, hard or rigid, the feature of root or sticklike part of the entity 
when it is used.  
 
2.3 classifier tsong31 
The first kind of entities taking classifier tsong31 are those with two-dimensional salient 
feature and have the function of placement, that means a flat surface to place something.    
(8) objects with feature flat surface. 
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It2 tsong31 tsot2 e55 a table 
 ten22 e55 a chair 
 pong22 gi55 sofa 
 miNn55 tshong55 A bed 

 
Another kind of entities are those which should be spread or pulled out to be used. 
 

(9)5 objects with feature spreading or pulling out to be used. 
it2 tsong31 tsoiu13 a mouth 
 bong13 e55 a net 
 
 It is not accepted to take “ki” as the classifier of “mouth”.  

The second type are those which are made from paper. According to Wu(1996), 
these entities take tsong31 as classifier by analogy with “a piece of paper”. In Hakka, 
the same analogy also exists.  

 
(10) objects made from paper 
it2 tsong31 tsha31 tan22 a ticket 
 bui22 sen31 tsi13 a piece of tissue paper 
 tsi31 piao22 a check 
 
2.4 classifier tsak2 
tsak2 as a shape-based classifier is very particular. Originally, tsak2 is a classifier for 
birds and then extends to classify animals.  
 
(11) animals 
It2 tsak2 kiou22 e55 a dog 
 tsu31 e55 a pig 
 kai31 e55 a chicken 
 ap2 e55 a duck 
 san22 kiou31 tai22 a lizard 
 thi22 fu13 a leech 
 bu13 gin55 a fly 
 
 In Hakka, tsak2 categorizes hollow objects that have function of placement and 
passing through. “box”, “tire”, ”cup” and “teapot” are able to contain things. “head”, 
which also takes tsak2 as a classifier, is also able to contain things, too. The eyes, which 
are able to see things, the nose, which can breathe in and out air, and the mouth, which 
are able to eat food, makes “head” function as a container.6
  

                                                 
5 Lai55(a plough), which should be pulled out to be used, is not classified by tsong31, but by 

tsak2 in Tongluo dialect. 
6 The development from classifying animals to hollow objects is very interesting. Here we do 

not tend to find out the path of this development. 
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 (10) hollow objects 
it2 tsak2 siong31 nge55 a box 
 len55 e55 a tire 
 su22 tsi22 lap4 a ring 
 pui22 e55 a cup 
 tsha55 kong31 a teapot 
 khuNng22 a hole 
 si22 a word 
 sin22 toi13 e55 an envelope 
 thieu55 naN55 a head 
 
 According to Liu(1965), the general use of tsak2 as a classifier was rarely found 
by Nanbei Dynasty. After Tang Dynasty, the general use of tsak2 started to spread, such 
as “it zhi chuan一隻船(a boat), yi tsi it zhi椅子一隻(a chair)”. But in other dialects, we 
could not find any general use of this classifier. The classifier tsak2 is on its way 
becoming a general classifier in Hakka dialect.7  
 
2.5 classifier te55 
These entities taking te55 as classifier is featured with a flat surface. And the thickness 
is a decisive factor in this class of categorization because a very thin entity with a flat 
surface is not categorized by te55. It is suggested that the use of phian31, in (12), is 
affected by Mandarin. Our informant uses se22te55 (small one), but not phian31 when 
she heard “a piece of potato chips”. After reminding her that the entity is very thin, then 
she responds with phian31.  
 
(11)  
it2 te55 thieu22 fu22 doufu 
 tsha55 ku31 a bar of soap 
 thian55 farmland 
 phan55 ne55 a plate 
 tson22 ne55 brick 
(12) 
It2 phian31  Si31 kua31 a piece of watermelon 
 tsoi22 sun55 a piece of lip 
 
2.7 classifier liap4 
The kind of spherical entities are classified by liap4. The volume of entity is not so 
important in choosing the classifier. The big spherical entity is classified by tai22 (large) 
liap4 and the small one is classified by se22(small) liap4.  
 

                                                 
7 Tsak2 seems to be able to replace other classifier in Hakka, that’s to say, tsak2 tends to be a 

general classifier.  
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(13) 
It2 liap4 miN13 a grain of rice 
 thi22 thieu22 a peanut 
 long13 an egg 
 san31 a mountain 
 liu55 lien55 a durian 
 po31 li55 tshoiu22 A cabbage 
   
3.0 Comparison 
In this section we try to compare shape classifiers in Taiwan Mandarin, Taiwanese and 
Taiwan Hakka in terms of perceptual basis and semantic field. 
 
3.1 Zhi,thiao,gen in Taiwan Mandarin, ki,tiau in Taiwanese and thiao55,ki31 in Hakka 
 
        Taiwan  Mandarin 

features 
Taiwanese 

features 
Hakka 

features 
one-dimensional 

saliency 

flexible root Rigid/hard One-dimensional

saliency 

flexible root Rigid/hard One-dimensional 

saliency 

flexible root Rigid/hard 

zhi 

 

+ - - + ki + - + + ki + - + + 

tiau + + - - tiau + + - - thiao55 + + - - 

Gen + - + -   

Table I8

 
According to Lien and Wang (1999), ki in Taiwanese is almost the union of zhi and gen 
in Taiwan Mandarin. Wu (1999) also observes that ki in Taiwanese overlaps with the 
classifier gen in Taiwan Mandarin. In Hakka, the similar distribution of ki31 is found. 
Ki31 covers the scope of the entities with “root”. The feature one-dimensional saliency 
is essential feature in all three dialects. Flexible and rigid/hard are two major 
distinctive features in all three dialects. The feature root, in our opinions, plays a minor 
but important roll in Taiwanese and especially in Hakka.   
 

                                                 
8 These features are concluded from Wu(1996), Wu(1999) and Lien & Wang(1999).  
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3.2 zhang in Mandarin, tiuNn in Taiwanese and tsong31 in Hakka. 
              Mandarin 
features 

Taiwanese 
features 

Hakka 
features 

Two-dimensional 

saliency(flat 

surface) 

Spreading 

or pulling 

out to use 

Paper  

material 

Two-dimensional 

saliency(flat 

surface 

Spreading 

or pulling 

out to use 

Paper  

material 

Two-dimensional 

saliency(flat 

surface 

Spreading or 

pulling out to 

use 

Paper  

material 

Zhang + + + tiuN + -- + tsong + + + 
Table II 

 
In all three dialects, entities with saliency two dimensions, in other words, a flat surface 
for placement, and paper material take zhang/tiuNn/tsong as classifier. But in Taiwanese, 
the entity that should be spread or pulled out to use is not categorized by tiuNn.9 
Two-dimensional salient and paper material are two essential features in all three 
dialects. Spreading or pulling out to use is a feature to be categorized by zhang in 
Taiwan Mandarin and tsong31 in Hakka but that’s not found in Taiwanese.  
 
3.3. khe,li in Mandarin, liap in Taiwanese and liap4 in Hakka 
              Mandarin 
features 

Taiwanese 
features 

Hakka 
features 

spherical big small spherical Big/small spherical Big/small 
khe + + - liap + Does not count liap + Does not count 
li + - +   

Table III 
 
In Mandarin, ke and li are different in the size of the entity.If it is larger, ke is preferred, 
but if it is smaller, li is preferred. The size is not the dominant factor to choose khe or li. 
However, both in Taiwanese and Hakka there are only one classifier liap to cover the 
entities with spherical feature.  
 
3.4 phian/khuai in Mandarin, phiN/te in Taiwanese and phian/te/khuai in Hakka 
              Mandarin 
features 

Taiwanese 
features 

Hakka 
features 

Thickness flexibility 

 

flat 
surface 

restricted thickness flat surface restricted thickness flat surface restricted 

phian -- + + -- phiN -- + -- phian -- + -- 

khuai + -- + + te +/-- + + te +/-- + + 

Table IV 
                                                 
9 The entities that should be spread or pulled out to use take different classifiers in Taiwanese. 

For example, bang nga(net) takes niaN, tshui(mouth) takes ki.  
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The features thickness and flexibility play important parts in choosing the use of phian 
or khuai in Mandarin. But in Taiwanese, the scopes of these two classifiers overlap. The 
entities with the feature thinness and flexibility could take te/phiN as classifier. Take 
two entities for examples: a piece of chewing gum and a piece of potato chips. On the 
other hand, in Hakka, there is only one classifier to categorize these kinds of objects. In 
Taiwanese and Hakka, te are used frequently than phiN or phian. It is more acceptable 
to say that the semantic scope of te is much more larger than that of phiN or phiaNn.  
Thickness and flexibility function as two distinctive features to distinguish phian and 
khuai in Mandarin. Thickness and flat surface are two major components to be 
classified by te in Hakka and Taiwanese. In Taiwanese, tua phiaNn e te(a large area of 
land) and in Hakka thai phian is used to modified grassland.  
 
3.5 ge in Mandarin, e in Taiwanese and tsak in Hakka 
According to Wu (1996), ge has its own meaning, classifying objects with hollow 
feature, and also functions as a general classifier to replace another classifier in 
conversation. Tsak2 in Hakka has its own meaning and tend to be a general classifier. 
But in Taiwanese, e10, without its own meaning, mainly functions as a general classifier 
to replace another classifier which has be used in earlier conversation. There are some 
reasons that each dialect tends to develop its own general classifier.11 Firstly, to avoid 
repetition, especially found in conversation. Secondly, people, especially foreigners and 
children when they are learning Chinese, are not sure to use which classifier. They will 
choose the “safest” one, that means, the one used the most frequently. Thus, it could be 
clearly found that the general classifier in these three dialects tend to be the one used the 
most frequently. Thirdly, it is for the purpose of communication.     
 
4.0 Conclusion 
From section 2, we have a clear picture of feature analysis of these shape-based 
classifiers in Hakka. In section 3, these shape-based classifiers are compared. It is found 
that in every set of classifiers the essential features are almost the same. Their 
differences lie in distinctive features. A feature maybe carries the function to distinguish 
two subset classifiers in one dialect; however, this feature does not have the same 
function in another dialect. These features are constructed differently in hierarchy. Their 
highest features are the essential ones, the lower ones are less weak in choosing which 
classifier to use. And it is very interesting to find out that each dialect has its own 
general classifier even though some general classifiers are on their ways to be a general 
classifiers. In order to have a better and insightful understanding of classifier in every 
dialect, the further study is demanded.    
  

                                                 
10 From Chen(1958), there is a general classifier in Southern Min, ge24. Its distribution is 

similar to that of ge in Mandarin. We are not sure which dialect of Southern Min is recorded 
by Chen. But it is believed that there is a classifier tend to be a general classifier in each 
dialect in Chinese.  

11 The ideas are the result of discussion with Professor Tsao in class. 
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1. Introduction 
In a previous study I proposed another category of modality which I called Cognitive 
Modality: Causal, Temporal and Hypothetical, in order to explain sufficiently the 
meaning of conditional expressions in Japanese and Thai. In this paper, I focus on the 
logical constructions of conditional sentences and the functions of conditional 
expressions used in these sentences in both languages; namely,thâa, ha$ak, mµ̂̂aa and 
phçç in Thai and ba, to, tara and nara in Japanese respectively.  The term logical 
construction used in this paper means the mental attitude of the speaker at the moment of 
utterance (I use P to refer to the antecedent and Q to refer to the consequence of a 
conditional sentence).  
 Look at the following sentences: 
 
(1)  Jikan ga at tara, sentorea kuukoo e kengaku ni ikitai desu ne. 
(2) Eki ni tsui tara denwa o shite kudasai. 
(3) Kinoo Tookyoo e it tara Yamada san to atta. 
 
If we translate (1) into Thai, it will be as (1)’ 
  
(1)’ tha^a mii wee-laa ya$ak pay thI^aaw sa$-na&am-bin sen-thrç̂ç-QQ na@. 
 
Any native speaker of Thai will know that (1)’ is a hypothetical sentence. 
 When one translates sentence (2) into Thai, one would add lQ@Qw (which 
expresses the meaning of completion ) after tha^a since sentence (2) holds the meaning of 
temporal supposition. 
 
(2)’  tha^a thµ &N  sa$-tha&a-nii lQ@Qw chu^aay thoo-ra@-sa$p maa na@. 
 
 In the case of sentence (2)’, the word thâa does not convey a hypothetical 
meaning anymore. Therefore thâa can be omitted leaving lQ@Qw alone to express 
temporal relation of P and Q. In sentence (3), the word tara in Japanese is used. However, 
this sentence will be expressed in Thai by using the word ççn, phçç or mµ ^aa as shown 
below: 

t
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 (3)’  a. tççn pay too-kiaaw cha&n pho@p khun yaa-maa-da$ dooy baN-´´n.    
   b. mµ ^aa pay too-kiaaw cha&n pho@p khun yaa-maa-da$ dooy baN-´´n. 
 
One should notice that in (3)’, both a and b express the time of the occurrences in Q. 
However, both ççn and mµ̂aa do not hold the meaning of being surprised as in tara in 
Japanese. Thus, the adverb dooy baN-´´n (unexpectedly) is required. 

t

t

 Let’s look at sentence (4) below: 
 
(4) Mado o aketara/ to, yuki ga futte ita.  
   When I opened the window, I found that it had been snowing. 
 
 In the case of sentence (4), the action of opening the window in P and the 
discovery in Q occur in an instant. Thus, phçç is used instead of ççn and mµâa. 
Panthumetha (1984) explains the meaning of mµ ^aa that it denotes the occurrences in P 
and Q taking place at the same time. However, this does not imply that the two 
occurrences happen in an instant. (Nakagawa p.114) 
 
(4)’  phçç p $́́ t na^-ta$aN kç̂ç pho@p wa^a hI$-ma@ to$k. 
 When I opened the window, I found that it had been snowing.  
   
 Look at sentence (5) and sentence (6) of Japanese and the translations in Thai 
below: 
 
(5) Haru ga kureba /to, hana ga saku.  
 When spring comes, the cherry trees blossom. 
(5)’  mµ ^aa / phçç thµ &&N rµ @-duu bay-ma@yphlI$ dç$çk-ma@y kç̂ç baan. 
 
(6)  Taro wa okane ga aru to, ryokoo o suru. 
 Whenever Taro has money, he goes traveling. 
(6)’ phçç tha@-ro^o mii N´´n kç̂ç pay thI^aaw. 
 
 Sentence (5) and sentence (6) denote a causal meaning, that is, whenever P takes 
place Q will occur.  
 
2. Cognitive Modality 
Most grammarians explain the modality of conditional expressions in Japanese on the 
basis of objectivity and subjectivity. However, as illustrated in the sentences above, it is 
obvious that if one judges from the standpoint of objectivity and subjectivity this would 
not adequately explain Japanese conditionals and this applies to Thai conditional 
expressions as well. In the previous study, I proposed that in order to explain the meaning 
of conditional expressions in Japanese and Thai, one should know the speaker’s 
knowledge of what is true or not true in the domains of realis and irrealis. As Palmer 
(1986) points out, in conditionals, there exist subcategories of the speaker’s mental 
attitude. Thus, in the previous study I proposed another scale of mental attitude of the 
speaker along the scale of subjectivity and objectivity and this is the scale of what I call 
Cognitive Modality. Thus, the term modality used in the present study means the 
speaker’s knowledge of P which can be divided into three categories: causal, temporal 
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and hypothetical. In the previous study, I proposed the scale of cognitive modality which 
is illustrated in Fig.1. It should be mentioned here that unlike Akatsuka (1983), in this 
study both the domains of realis and irrealis are in the subjective world and they are on a 
continuum. The definitions of the three categories of modality are as follows: 
 
a) causal modality: At the moment of utterance, the speaker believes that P is a fact and 

whenever P occurs Q would occur repeatedly; that is, P is the cause of the occurrence 
in Q as illustrated in sentences (5) and (6) above. 

 
b) temporal modality: At the moment of utterance, the speaker believes that P is true or 

P will be realized in the future time. This is illustrated in sentence (2) and sentence (3), 
see p.41. 

 
c) hypothetical modality: At the moment of utterance, the speaker knows that it is 

possible that P would realize or the speaker knows that it is impossible that P would be 
realized. Sentence (1) belongs to this category. 

 
Fig.1: Japanese and Thai cognitive modality and the epistemic scale 
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3. Prototypes of conditional expressions 
It can be seen that many of the conditional expressions in both Japanese and Thai can be 
replaced by others. In other words, many conditional expressions have a usage in their own 
domain and at the same time they can be used in other domains. This notion of expansion has 
been introduced by Masuoka (1993 ) In the previous study, I adopted the notion of characteristic 
expansion in explaining the meaning and usage of these conditional expressions and I divided 
Cognitive Modality into 3 prototypes, namely “Causal Prototype”, “Temporal Prototype” and 
“Hypothetical Prototype” as shown in Fig.2 
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Fig.2: Prototypes of conditional expressions in Japanese and Thai 

 
Characteristics Japanese Thai 
Causal Prototype  ba, to mµ ^aa, phçç, tha^a,ha$ak 
Temporal Prototype tara, to mµ ^aa,phçç,tha^a, ha$ak 
Hypothetical Prototype ba,to, tara, nara tha^a, ha$ak, mµ ^aa 

 
4. Logical Constructions of conditional sentences and the functions of conditional 

expressions 
One can observe that each prototype shown in the table above has various expressions. 
Causal Prototype, for example, has ba and to in Japanese and mµ ^aa,phçç,tha^a, ha$ak in 
Thai. One question would arise, what is the difference among them? To answer the 
question, it is significant to find out what the logical construction the conditional 
sentence has in using each of these expressions. 
 
a) Causal modality 
As explained before, causal meaning denotes that at the moment of utterance, the speaker 
believes that P is a fact and whenever P occurs Q would occur repeatedly; that is, P is the 
cause of the occurrence in Q. However, let’s look at the following sentences again: 
 
(5)  Haru ga kureba /to, hana ga saku.  

  When spring comes, the cherry trees blossom. 
(5)’  mµ ^aa /phçç thµ &&N rµ @-duu bay-ma@yphlI$ dç$çk-ma@y kç̂ç baan. 
 
(6)  Taro wa okane ga aru to, ryokoo o suru. 
   Whenever Taro has money, he goes traveling. 
(6)’  phçç tha@-ro^o mii N´´n kç̂ç pay thI^aaw. 
 
One can notice that sentence (5) in both languages indicate general events of which ba or 
to is used in Japanese and mµ ^aa or phçç is used in Thai. In sentence (6), only to in 
Japanese and phçç  in Thai is used respectively. One can see that in sentence (5), the 
occurrence in P and the occurrence in Q is related in terms of temporal and it is a general 
matter while the event in (6) is a specific matter. Look at sentence (7) 
 
(7)  pa$-ka$-tI$ tha^a lu^uk-kha@a mii nç@çy ra@an kç̂ç pI$t rew. 
 Usually when there are few customers, the shop will close early. 

 
We can see that thâa, which expresses a hypothetical meaning, can be used in a causal 
relationship between P and Q especially for specific events. In this case, the word 
pa$-ka$-tI$ (usually) is optional . However, when tha^a is used, it implies the nuance of 
possibility. 

The logical construction of both general and specific events of causal meaning: 
The speaker believes that when the occurrence in P is realized, the occurrence in Q will 
take place and this will occur repeatedly.  
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 In Japanese, both ba and to can be used to denote causal meaning. However, ba 
and to in Japanese, as Matsushita (1928) explains, have different nuances. That is ba 
expresses the meaning of causal relation of P and Q on logical reason while to denotes 
the meaning of causal relation between P and Q in the sense of actual event. Thus, one 
can see that in sentence (6) which is a specific event and the speaker focuses on the 
actual causal relation of P and Q rather than the time reference as in (5), to is used. 
Surprisingly, in Thai, we can also see that when the speaker focuses on the cause-effect, 
like to in Japanese, phçç, which has the meaning of cause-effect, is used. Thus, the 
logical construction of the sentence of causal relation expressed by each expression can 
be categorized as shown in Fig.3 (t is used for true, f is used for false.  
 

Fig. 3: The logical constructions of causal modality 
 

Conditional  
Sentence 

Conditional 
Expressions 

P       Q Meaning 

ba   t        t logical causal relation Japanese 
to   t        t actual causal relation 

mµ ^aa   t        t temporal  
phçç   t        t actual causal relation 

Thai 

pa$ka$-tI$... tha^a /ha$ak   t        t possibility  
 
Note that both to in Japanese and phçç in Thai are used in statements describing events, 
in other words, the two words are used for sentences describing propositions in P and Q. 
Thus, expressions such as demand, request and so forth can not be used with to and phç ç.  
 
b) Temporal modality 
Temporal modality means that at the moment of utterance, the speaker believes that P  
is true or P will be realized. This is illustrated in sentence (2) and sentence (3) . 
 
(2)  Eki ni tsui tara denwa o shite kudasai. 
 When you arrive at the station, give me a call. 
(2)’  tha^a thµ &N  sa$-tha&a-nii lQ@Qw chu^aay thoo-ra@-sa$p maa na@. 
 
(3)  Kinoo Tookyoo e it tara Yamada san to atta. 
   Yesterday when I went to Tokyo, I happened to meet Mr. Yamada. 
(3)’  mµ ^aa pay too-kiaaw cha&n pho@p khun yaa-maa-da$ dooy baN-´´n. 
 
(4)  Mado o aketara/ to, yuki ga futte ita.  
   When I opened the window, I found that it had been snowing. 
(4)’  phçç p $́́ t na^-ta$aN kç̂ç pho@p wa^a hI$-ma@ to$k. 
  When I opened the window, I found that it had been snowing.  
 
(8)  Taro wa heya ni hairu to denki o tsuketa.  
   When Taro went into the room, he turned on the light.  
(8)’  phçç thaa-roo kha^u hç̂çN kç̂ç p $́́ t fay. 
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 In Japanese, tara has been treated as a conditional expression expressing with a 
high degree of subjectivity. However, Akatsuka (1983) cites that tara also expresses 
temporal meaning. Sentence (2) is one example of temporal meaning. In this sentence, 
the speaker believes that the occurrence in P will be realized in the near future and 
therefore the speaker expresses a request in Q. Since tara implies a high degree of 
subjectivity, it can be used with sentences expressing commands, requests and so forth. 
 In the Thai language tha^a, which is usually used to express hypothetical meaning, 
can be used to express the meaning of temporal when used together with lQ@Qw (which 
denotes the meaning of completion). When denoting temporal meaning, tha^a  is optional. 
 Sentence (3) indicates that at the moment of utterance, the speaker knows P is 
true and it occurred in the past which was an unexpected event. However, since such a 
sentence expresses an occurrence in the past which can be replaced by toki (when ), it is 
included in the temporal category in this study. In Japanese, tara and to can be used with 
no significant difference. In Thai, mµ ^aa and phçç are used with different meanings.  
 In the case of sentence (4), the action of opening the window in P and the 
discovery in Q occur in an instant. Thus, phçç is used instead of ççn and mµ ^aa. As 
mentioned previously, Panthumetha (1984) explains the meaning of mµ ^aa, that it 
denotes the occurrences in P and Q taking place at the same time. However, this does not 
imply that the two occurrences happen in an instant. (Nakagawa p.114) The meaning of 
sentence (3) is ambiguous; it could be that meeting Mr. Yamada took place right after 
having arrived in Tokyo or took place any time during my stay in Tokyo. Therefore 
mµ ^aa and can be used but not phçç since phçç denotes merely an instant occurrences of 
P and Q. In sentence (8), the speaker expresses the occurrences in P and Q which 
occurred in an instant; therefore, to and phçç are used in Japanese and Thai respectively. 
See Fig. 4 

t

 
Fig. 4: The logical constructions of temporal modality 

 
Conditional  

Sentence 
Conditional 
Expressions 

P        Q Meaning 

Tara   t         t temporal 
Tara, to   t         t past event : discovery 

 
Japanese 

to   t         t past event: instant 
tha^a/ha$ak…lQ@Qw
   

  t         t temporal 

mµ ^aa/tççn…dooy 
baN-´´n 

  t         t past event: discovery 
       -instant 

 
Thai 

phçç   t         t past event : discovery 
 +instant 
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c) Hypothetical meaning 
At the moment of utterance, the speaker knows that it is possible that P would be realized 
or the speaker knows that it is impossible that P would be realized. Look at the following 
sentences:  
 
(1)  Jikan ga at tara/ ba, sentorea kuukoo e kengaku ni ikitai desu ne. 
 If I have time, I would like to go to see Centrair Airport. 
(1)’  tha^a  mii wee-laa ya$ak pay thI^aaw sa$-na&am-bin sen-thrç̂ç-QQ na@. 
 
(9)  Hayaku okinai to maniawanai yo. 
   If you don’t get up early, you won’t be in time. 
(9)’  tha^a ma^y rI^ip tµ $µn kç̂ç ca$ ma^y than na@. 
 
(10)  motto benkyoo sureba, seiseki ga agaru deshoo. 
   If you study harder, your grade would probably be better. 
(10)’  tha^a / ha$ak /mµ ^aa th´´ kha$-ya&n riaan kwa$a nI@i kha@n-QQn khoN ca$ dii khµ ^̂n. 
 
(11)  Yamada san ga dekirunara, watashi mo dekiru. 
  If Mr. Yamada can do it, I can do it, too.. 
(11)’  tha^a / mµ ^aa khun yaa -maa-da tham-da^y cha&n kç̂ç  tham-da^y. 
  
(12)  Edojidai ni umarete ireba, Tokugawa ieyasu ni aeta kamoshirenai.  
   If I were born in the Edo era, I might have been able to see Ieyasu Tokugawa.  
(12)’  tha^a /ha$ak cha&n k $́́ t nay sa$-ma&y ee-do^o cha&n a$at ca$ mii oo-ka$at pho@p ka$p  

too-ku$-Naa-wa^a ii-ee-yaa-sµ @  kç̂ç da^y. 
 

The logical constructions of sentence(1) and (9)~(12) can be explained as 
follows: The speaker is not certain that P will be realized, but if it is realized, then Q will 
occur. In Japanses ba is used when the speaker wants to express formality. 
 In sentence (9), The speaker is not certain that P will be realized, in case it is 
realized, Q will occur and usually in an undesirable result.  
 In sentence (10), the speaker utters a sentence expressing logical hypothetical 
relation between P and Q. Usually, when Q is a desirable result, ba will be used in 
Japanese while tha^a , ha$ak and mµ ^aa can be used freely. 
 In sentence (11) in both Japanese and Thai, the speaker utters the sentence after 
having learned the new information from the listener. The speaker expresses the 
hypothetical attitude towards the information just learned from the listener implying the 
meaning that “if what has been told is true, then Q will occur”. 
 Sentence (12), the speaker knows that P is not true and Q would never be realized. 
The logical construction of the hypothetical modality can be summarized in Fig. 5. 
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Fig. 5: The logical constructions of hypothetical modality 
 

Conditional  
Sentence 

Conditional 
Expressions 

P       Q Meaning 

ba f     f hypothetical, possible, 
desirable result, formality 

to f     f hypothetical, possible 
expressing undesirable result 

tara f      f hypothetical, possible 
nara f      f hypothetical towards 

information, possible 

 
Japanese 

ba,to,tara,nara f     f hypothetical, impossible 
tha^a,ha$ak  

 
f     f hypothetical, possible 

ha$ak  
 

f     f hypothetical possible, 
expressing formality 

tha^a,ha$ak f     f hypothetical, impossible 

 
Thai 

mµ ^aa f     f hypothetical towards 
information, possible 

 
5. Conclusion 
As illustrated in the examples above, it can be concluded that in explaining Japanese  
and Thai conditional expressions, it is crucial to examine the mental attitude of the 
speaker at the moment of utterance towards the realization of P in the domain of realis 
and irrealis. From this, one can know the semantic characteristics of each expression that 
can be appropriately used for the suitable conditional sentence to fit its logical 
construction. The findings of the study of the logical constructions of conditional 
sentences and the functions of the conditional expressions are as follows:  
 
1)  In both Japanese and Thai, conditional expressions in the same prototype; namely 

causal prototype, temporal prototype and hypothetical prototype have different 
nuances and functions 

 
2)  In Japanese to has a wide range of usage while in Thai language tha^a is used widely 

with different meanings. 
  
3)  tara in Japanese and tha^a in Thai share the similarity in that they both express 

hypothetical as well as temporal meanings. Besides, to in Japanese is similar to phç ç 
in Thai in many aspects; they are used to combine two events that occur in an instant 
and both share the same feature in expressing causal relation of P and Q. 

 
4)  ba in Japanese is similar to ha$ak in Thai as expressing formality. 
 
5)  nara and mµâa express hypothetical meaning towards the information given by the 

listener of the conversation. 
 
6)  to, tara in Japanese is used in the past event and it expresses the meaning of 
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discovery an unexpected event. In Thai, phçç is used with the same meaning. 
However, unlike to and tara in Japanese, phçç is used in the case of instant  
occurrences only. When it is a discovery and the two events in P and Q do not occur 
in an instant, either mµ ^aa…dooy baN-´´n or  ççn…dooy baN-´´n  is used. t
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Abstract 
Previous research on the syntactic typology of Vietnamese has led to two controversial 
findings. One set of studies has claimed that the language is a subject-prominent 
language (Ly 1948, Chinh & Le 1973, Ban 1987, Thin 2001). The other set states that 
the basic structure of Vietnamese manifests a topic-comment relation rather than a 
subject-predicate relation (Thompson 1965, Dyvik 1984, Hao 1991, Anh 2000). This 
uncertainty between these two schools of thought has resulted in an undeniable 
inconsistency in the definitions and classification of different types of Vietnamese 
sentences among Vietnamese and non-Vietnamese scholars. 

With the assumption that Vietnamese is a topic-prominent language, the aim of 
the study is to investigate to what extent the typological differences between the two 
languages influence the process of translating authentic Vietnamese sentences into 
English, through a preliminary report on an error analysis of the Vietnamese-English 
translations of Vietnamese EFL students. The subjects include 95 students from the 
first, second, third, and fourth years of the Department of English Language and 
Literature at the University of Social Sciences and Humanities, Ho Chi Minh City, 
Vietnam. The data will be the translation texts of about 95 students from the same 
source text. As a translation error may be attributable not only to a lack of linguistic 
competence but also to a lack of translation competence and a deficiency in 
comprehension ability of the source text, the study hopes to build up a taxonomy of 
specifically translation errors, especially in the field of translation into a second 
language. Hopefully this taxonomy will open up a possible way to prevent future errors 
from learners in translating the topic-comment structures of Vietnamese, as well as 
helping teachers in teaching Vietnamese-English Translation.  

This study also suggests some practical guidelines in applying the techniques of 
error analysis into the teaching of Vietnamese-English translations, especially topic-
comment structures of Vietnamese.  
 
Introduction: 
Although many studies have been carried out in error analysis and contrastive analysis 
in second language learning, language teaching and materials development, not much 
research has been done in the Vietnamese context with Vietnamese university students 
as informants. To illustrate, in a comprehensive bibliography by Spillner in the field of 
error analysis (1991), of the 2% (108) of studies focusing on translation out of a total of 
5,398, none looked at the syntactic errors in Vietnamese-English translation. This study 
aims to fill this gap in the field of error analysis, especially errors in Vietnamese-
English translation, with the hypothesis that the Vietnamese topic-comment structure 
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and its empty elements can cause some difficulty in the translation process. It is hoped 
that the present study will shed light on the most common types of errors by Vietnamese 
students in translation and that it will have implications for translation pedagogy. 

Although these errors cannot be completely considered as translation errors as 
students do not receive official training in a four-year course specialising in translation, 
they are errors made during the course of studying translation. Therefore, any problems 
found from these errors can help the material designers and teachers to choose an 
appropriate method for their teaching. It is stressed that this study is more to serve the 
translation and language teaching rather than translation per se and the subjects are also 
advanced second language learners.  
 
Literature Review 
Error Analysis in Translation 
Firstly, even excellent translators make mistakes in translations. Secondly, some errors 
are almost unavoidable given the fact that translators and interpreters inevitably have 
vocabulary and knowledge gaps. Neubert & Shreve (1995) describe a translation error 
in the following statement: 

 
What rightly appears to be linguistically equivalent may very frequently qualify as 
‘translationally’ nonequivalent. And this is so because the complex demands on 
adequacy in translation involve subject factors and transfer conventions that typically 
run counter to considerations about ‘surface’ linguistic equivalence (1995:415). 

 
This statement partially describes the complication and difficulty in defining and 
identifying translation errors. Translation errors are different from errors that would 
occur in spontaneous native language production. In translation, working with a source 
text induces errors under the influence of source language morphology, whereas in 
spontaneous second language production, native morphological system of language 
learner tends to interfere with knowledge of the second language system.  In the case of 
second language learners, identifying translation errors is tricky as translation errors 
may be mixed up with linguistic errors.  

In the literature of translation training, many studies have been done to find out 
what types of errors translators/interpreters/student translators often committed in their 
process of rendering a certain structure from one language into another (Altman 1994, 
Coskun 1997, Dodds 1999, Gile 1994, Seguinot 1990). These studies are based on the 
premise that the insight into the act of making error can shed light to the 
psycholinguistic (mental process) of translators/interpreters/student translators and 
contribute to the training of translators.  
 
Topic-Comment Structures in Vietnamese 
Topic and Comment are the two concepts which have been constructed differently by 
various linguists. Different definitions on these two terms have existed, under a number 
of different names and guises: presupposition and focus (Chomsky 1971, Jackendoff 
1972), theme and rheme (Firbas 1972) topic and comment (Gundel 1974, 1978) open 
proposition and focus (Ward 1985 and Prince 1986) and ground and focus (Vallduvi 
1990). Despite of the difference in the details of these various descriptions, the concept 
of topic and comment are in general based on the intuitions that utterances we say are 
‘about’ something (topic) linking up with information the speaker assumes the hearer is 
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aware of, and that utterances contain information the speaker is presenting as new 
relative to this topic (comment). 

The topic of a sentence is basically what the sentence is about. It always appears 
at the very beginning of a sentence, referring to something that the speaker assumes the 
listener would have some knowledge. A topic does not equal to a subject of a sentence 
in that a subject must always have a direct semantic relationship with the verb as the one 
that performs the action or exists in the state indicated by the Verb, yet a topic need not. 
It can be followed optionally by a pause in speech or a comma in writing, showing what 
is being talked about, apart from the rest of the sentence. 

Topic is often defined in terms of its linguistic structures, either syntactic or 
phonetic. It has been defined in terms of linear order – as the first expression of the 
sentence (e.g. Halliday, 1967), in grammatical terms – as the subject (Gundel 1974) and 
in intonational terms – as the non-stressed expression (Chomsky 1971). However, the 
shortcomings of these definitions lie in their inability to answer the question related to 
the discourse conditions under which a given expression would count as topic.  

In their seminar article ‘Subject and Topic: a New Typology of Language’, Li 
and Thompson (1976) have set up many criteria to distinguish the difference between 
the notion of subject and that of topic. The main difference, according to them, lies in 
the idea that while topic is a discourse-related notion, subject is more integrated into the 
syntax of the sentence. They also argued that topic should be treated as a basic rather 
than a derived category. The treatment of topic as one basic category will entail the 
classification of language into two different types: Subject-prominent language and 
Topic-prominent language.  

Using Li and Thomspson’s (1976) argument as a theoretical standpoint, Hao 
(1991), a Vietnamese scholar, examines Vietnamese from a functional approach. 
According to Hao (1991), the way the Vietnamese express themselves is that ‘when 
uttering a sentence, the speaker produces a topic and says something about that topic or 
within the range of that topic’ (1991:79). That is to say, when re-organising the reflected 
reality, thought divides it into two parts by choosing a point of departure for 
establishing the relationship between these two. He assumes that the part that is chosen 
as the point of departure functions as topic and the remainder as comment (1991:33-4). 
In his opinion, the topic-comment structure in the Vietnamese sentence is a 
phenomenon which belongs to what he refers to as the ‘logico-discursive domain’. 

In support of his claim that Topic-Comment is the dominant structure of 
Vietnamese, Hao provides two reasons. His first reason is derived from the result of the 
study by Li & Thompson (1976), who claimed that there are four main types of 
language: (i) languages that are subject-prominent (e.g., Indo-European, Niger-Congo, 
Fino-Ugric, etc), (ii) languages that are topic-prominent (e.g., Chinese, Lahu, Lisu etc), 
(iii) languages that are both subject-prominent and topic-prominent (e.g., Japanese, 
Korean, etc.), and (iv) languages that are neither subject-prominent nor topic-prominent 
(e.g., Tagalog, Illocano etc.). Hao (ibid.) claims that like Chinese, Vietnamese belongs 
to category (ii). The second reason comes from his reality of using Vietnamese. 
According to Hao’s calculations, only 30% of Vietnamese sentences are of Subject-
Predicate type while about 70% of them are of Topic-Comment type. 

However, this study will not use Hao’s definition of topic-comment for data 
analysis, mainly because his classification is still ambiguous and not facilitating. The 
present study will utilise the classification that Rosen (1998) has proved in her PhD 
thesis. According to her, topic-comment structures and empty elements are basic 
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constructions in Vietnamese language. There are five types of relations that may exist 
between a Noun Phrase topic and the comment in Vietnamese.  

 
(1) The topic may be understood as filling a gap in the comment.  
(2)  The topic may be co-referential with a noun phrase or pronoun in the 

comment.  
(3) The topic may be semantically related to any specific constituent in the 

comment, its referent is simply what the comment is about.  
(4)  The topic may not be related to any constituents, empty or overt, in the 

comment.  
(5) The topic may be a verb phrase, a clause or an embedded topic-comment 

construction.  
 

Regarding the empty pronoun, there are four types in Vietnamese:  
 

(6)  Empty pronouns in simple sentences 
(7)  Empty pronouns in embedded clauses  
(8)  Empty Pronouns in consecutive clauses 
(9)  Empty Pronouns with indefinite reference 
 
In the Elicitation Task of this study Sentence 1 has the empty pronoun in 

embedded clauses as stated in (7). The explanatory sentence at the end of Sentence 1 
(inside the bracket), sentence 14, 15, 16 are examples of the empty pronouns in 
consecutive clauses as stated in (8). Sentence 2 and 13 are the examples of empty 
pronoun in simple sentences as stated in (6). Sentence 5 is the example of sentence 
where the topic is semantically related to a specific constituent in the comment, as 
stated in (3) (the topic is the object of the verb mentioned in the comment). Sentence 6 
is the example where the topic is not related to any constituents, empty or overt, in the 
comment (the topic is the adverb of the comment) as stated in (4). Sentence 7, 8, 9, 10 
are elliptical sentences. Sentence 17 consist of two comments, the first comment is an 
embedded topic-comment structure (leading to the so-called ‘double-subject 
construction’1), the NP topic of which is co-referential with the main topic, as stated in 
(2). The second comment of sentence 17 is also an embedded topic-comment structure, 
the topic of which is semantically related to the main topic of the sentence, as stated in 
(3). Sentence 18 also has two comments: the first comment is an embedded topic-
comment structure, the second one is an embedded one but there is a gap within this 
second comment which the main topic of the sentence fills up as stated in (3) [see 
Appendix A for numbered sentences in the Test and Appendix B for the analysis of 
topic-comment constructions and empty pronouns of 18 sentences)]. 
 

Research Questions 

a. Do Vietnamese students have problems in translating Vietnamese sentence types in 
which the Topic-Comment structure is more prominent than a Subject-Predicate 
one?  What sort of errors do they make in translating this specific type of structure? 

 
1  Constructions have the basic form [NP1, [NP2 PREDICATE]]. NP1 has topic-like function 

with respect to NP2 and both noun phrases have some claim to being subjects. 
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b. What error category accounts for the majority of errors? Does the percentage of 
errors differ in different groups of students from different years? 

c. What pedagogical implications can be drawn for teachers to help students deal with 
such errors? 

 
Subjects 
Four groups of students total of 95 of the Department of English Languages and 
Literature of University of Social Sciences and Humanities of Ho Chi Minh City were 
chosen to be the informants of this study. Most of the students have studied English for 
nine years at high school. The dominant teaching method at the school is still the 
Grammar-Translation method and the translation aspect plays an important part. At the 
time when the test takes place, the students of Year 1 will not have attended the 
obligatory course in translation, the students from year 3 has taken 1 module (60 periods 
or 45 hours), the students of Year 3 have finished 3 modules and Year 4 have finished 5 
modules in Vietnamese-English translation.  
 
Data Collection and the Test 
The subjects were asked to translate a 250-word text from Vietnamese into English in 
180 minutes without being told which structure is being tested. The Vietnamese text is 
an extract from an article named ‘Meâ Thaûo-thôøi vang boùng’ of Tuoåi Treû (The Youth), a 
well-known newspaper in Vietnam. The text is chosen because of its richness in 
sentence types: many different types of ‘authentic’ Vietnamese sentences can be found 
in the text, including minor sentences, i.e. elliptical sentences, sentences without either 
Topic or Comment, sentences in which the Topic is identical with the Subject, sentences 
in which the Topic is not identical with the Subject, sentences in which the Topic or 
Comment itself is another Topic-Comment structure. With such a variety in sentence 
types, the text promises to be a good environment for the author to discover what the 
most problematic structures are for the subjects when translating from Vietnamese to 
English. The text is also chosen because it contains traces of the topic-prominence of 
Vietnamese languages, which is hypothesized to pose a number of translation problems 
for students.  
 
Content Analysis 
Models of analysing 
When the translators are concurrently the second language learners, the model of 
analysing errors and translation assessment must be based on the learning model, which 
is intended for teaching linguistics and training translation at the same time. Campell & 
Hale (2003: 218) mention the relationship between these factors in the following 
quotation: 
 

Validity in interpreting and translation testing is tied up with knotty issues such as the 
nature of the competencies assessed, the models of learning underpinning educational 
programs, and the extent to which tests should reflect professional tasks. (Campell & 
Hale, 2003:218)  
 

The present study suggests the following model of analysing errors, which is based on 
the learning model and context of translation training in Vietnam, where translation is 
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taught as a votional skill for students at the universities, rather than as a tool for 
language teaching or an independent discipline by itself. 
 
     ERROR CORPUS 

 
 

 
Figure 1: Models of analysing the error corpus 

 
 
Data Analysis 
These errors were first detected and corrected by an American academ
History at National University of Singapore) who is highly competent 
He has used Vietnamese to teach Vietnamese history at Vietnamese Nati
and taught English as a second language at some Vietnamese univers
American examined the 95 translations to detect the errors, the author
Vietnamese ESL teachers double-checked the error correction of the na
ensure that it is appropriate. The first step of correcting errors is to identi
errors, i.e. syntactic errors, grammatical errors, morphological errors
linguistic errors had been sorted out, the 95 translations were re-exam
communicative point of view to detect translation errors.  
 
Definition of Errors used in the Data Analysis: 
All errors will be divided into 3 types for this study: comprehension e
errors and translation errors 

LINGUISTIC ERRORS TRANSLATION ERRORS

Omission 

Addition 

Inaccurate rendition of 
individual text items

Grammatical errors

Syntactical errors

Morphological errors

Collocational errors

Word Form 

COMPREHENSION ERRORS 

Distorted meaning of the 
source text 

Too free translation

Too literal translation

Pragmatic error
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Comprehension errors: These errors happen when the learners misunderstand the 
syntax of a certain sentence of the source text, or misread a word and their translations 
were accordingly based on a misunderstood source text. 
 
Linguistic errors: Under the umbrella term of ‘Linguistic errors’, there are following 
specific types of errors: grammatical errors, syntactic errors, morphological errors, 
collocational errors, incorrect word form.  

Grammatical errors: errors occur in the handling of word structure, including 
lack of agreement between subject and verb, incorrect verb tenses or verb forms, 
incorrect case of noun, pronouns, adjectives, and the use of an adjective when a verb is 
needed [American Translators Association (ATA) Framework for Standard Error 
Marking2]. The word classes where grammatical errors happen include Noun, Pronoun, 
Verb, Conjunction, Adjective, Adverb, Preposition, Article and Determiner. The 
classification of error type was narrowed to the use of the following terms: Omissions, 
Additions, Inappropriate Combination, Inappropriate construction, Misordering or 
Inversion. 

Syntactic errors: errors made when learners have to handle any items larger than 
word, i.e. phrase, clause or sentence (James 1998). Errors in this category include 
sentence fragments, inappropriate use of relative clause, inappropriate sentence 
construction, improper modification, lack of parallelism, and misordering (unnatural 
word order) (ATA Framework for Standard Error Marking). The explanation of the 
nature of error type was narrowed to the use of the following terms: Omission, 
Addition, Inappropriate Combination, Inappropriate Choice, Inappropriate construction, 
Misuse, Misordering or Inversion, Misplacement 

Morphological errors: errors which involve a failure to comply with the norm in 
supplying any part of any instance of these word classes: six book*, aboli*shment… are 
noun morphology errors. (James 1998) 

Collocational errors: errors committed in the idiomatic usage of the target 
language.  The errors in grammatical collocation (wrong use of preposition, etc.) are 
treated as grammatical errors, not as collocation error.  

Incorrect word form refers to cases where the word form is not correctly chosen, 
i.e. the learner uses the noun instead of the adjective to express in the target language. 
The root of the word is correct but the wrong form is used. This kind of error is put 
under the section of linguistic error, not translation error. 
 
Translation errors: These errors happen when the students show the inability to render 
the original meaning of the source text into the target text. In other words, a sentence is 
considered to have ‘translation errors’ when it shows traces of distortions of the source 
text, although the sentence may be grammatically correct. In my analysis, translation 
errors include the omission of something essential to the meaning of the source text, the 
addition of unnecessary parts not intended in the original text, inaccurate renditions of 
some text items, the distortion at a certain level of meaning of the source text, too freely 
translated version or too literal translation’. Translation errors also include the 
pragmatic error and wrong lexical choice which will be defined as below.  

 
2  See http://www.atanet.org/bin/view.pl/12438.html for the explanation of the ATA’s 

Framework for Standard Error Marking. 
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All of the errors mentioned in this study can be named with the general term 
‘translational error’ in the sense that they happen during the process of translation. 
However, by classifying a certain error as a ‘translation error’, but not a ‘comprehension 
error’ or a ‘linguistic error’, the present author wants to refer to the error occurring in 
the process of transferring one sentence from the source text into the target text in the 
condition that the sentence grammar is acceptable. In other words, these ‘translation 
errors’ are more related the ‘transfer competence’ in the three-stage process of Nida 
(1964) and Nord (1992) as they are errors made in the process of transferring meaning. 
Accordingly they can be termed as ‘transfer errors’. However, to avoid the confusion 
between ‘language transfer errors’ in second language acquisition and the errors made 
in the ‘transfer process’ of translation, the term ‘translation errors’ is utilised intead of 
‘transfer errors’. 

Pragmatic error: errors made when learners produced a grammatically and 
semantically correct phrase/sentence but the use of the phrase/sentence is not 
appropriate with the communicative situation set out in the source text and target text.  

Wrong lexical choice refers to the cases when the learner cannot find the right 
word to translate. To illustrate, the student translator might not have selected the most 
appropriate word among several that have similar (but not identical) meaning. This error 
is considered as a translation error because it may impair the comprehension of the 
readers.  
 
Quantitative Analysis and Discussion 
Table 1 reports the percentage of different types of errors in each year. The percentage 
of error reported in each cell will reflect the proportion of this type of error (i.e. 
syntactic error, grammatical error, etc.) compared to the overall number of errors of the 
same year. To illustrate, the percentage of Syntactic Errors in Year 2 column, which is 
24.61%, means that syntactic errors occupies 24.61% of the total number of errors in 
Year 2. The comparison will be made between 1) distribution of different types of error 
in the same year (vertically) and 2) the distribution of the same type of error over the 4 
years (horizontally) 
 

Table 1:  Percentage distribution of different types of errors over 4 years 
 

 Year 1 Year 2 Year 3 Year 4 Total Year 1 Year 2 Year 3 Year 4 

Syntactic Errors 121 175 
 

285 82 
 

663 28.27% 24.61% 27.32% 19.85% 

Grammatical Errors 124 
 

230 
 

325 
 

157 
 

836 28.97% 32.34% 31.16% 38.01%

Morphological Errors 44 75 127 
 

52 
 

298 10.28% 10.54% 17.86% 12.59% 

Collocation Errors 29 
 

37 
 

66 
 

23 
 

155 6.77% 5.20% 6.30% 5.56% 

Word Form 2 
 

4 
 

8 
 

1 
 

15 0.46% 0.56% 0.76% 2.42%

Comprehension Errors 19 32 49 22 122 4.34% 4.50% 4.69% 5.32%

Translation Errors 89 
 

158 
 

183 
 

76 
 

509 20.79% 22.22% 17.54% 18.40% 

Total number of errors 428 711 1043 413  100% 100% 100% 100% 

Number of students 15 
 

27 
 

36 
 

17 
 

95     

58  



Errors in the translation of topic-comment structures 
 

                    

 
Distribution of different types of errors in the same year 
The highest proportion of errors observed in all 4 years is grammatical errors (28.97% 
for Year 1, 32.34% for Year 2, 31.16% for Year 3, 38.01% for Year 4). The kind of 
errors that occupies the second highest percentage of errors in all 4 years is syntactic 
errors. This proves that linguistic competence is really one of the hindrances to the 
students.The errors that occupy the third highest proportion fall into the category of 
translation errors. In short, even though students may have problems with 
comprehension, they seems to have more difficulty in the second and third phase of 
translating process ‘transfer’ and ‘restructuring’ rather than ‘analysis’ phase. 
 
Distribution of the same type of error over the 4 years 
The table also helps to compare the distributions of one single type of error across four 
groups of students. Regarding grammatical errors, Year 4 students had the highest 
percentage of errors (38.01%) compared to all other 3 years (28.97%, 31.16%, 
32.34%). In the field of morphological errors, Year 3 students had the highest 
percentage distribution (17.83%). Year 2 students had the highest percentage of 
translation errors (22.22%) among 4 years and Year 1 students had the highest number 
of errors in collocation handling (6.77%) and syntactic errors (28.27%).  

The fact that grammatical errors occupy the largest percentage in the total 
number errors of Year 4 does not necessarily mean that Year 4 students made more 
grammatical errors than students of other years. It may simply mean that Year 4 
students seemed to focus more on the retaining the context’s meaning, rather than on 
the processing of each individual sentence. Knowing that word-by-word translation is 
not the correct way of translating, they tended to concentrate more on the ‘transferring’ 
phase rather then the ‘restructuring’ phase3. Therefore, they seemed to ignore the 
specific task of guaranteeing the correct grammar of each individual sentence.  Year 4 
students also had high percentage of comprehension errors compared to other years, 
probably because they had so much self-confidence in their comprehension ability of 
Vietnamese and therefore took no notice of the details of the test. 

It is understandable that Year 1 students made more syntactic errors and 
collocation errors compared to three other years. Year 1 students seemed not to have 
high linguistic competence, which hindered them from transferring the complex 
syntactic structure of Vietnamese sentences to fit the subject-predicate structures of 
English sentences. Also Year 1 students may have limited knowledge of collocation 
and they tend to make errors in this field. Year 1 students may have known that their 
linguistic competence is limited and were likely to be more careful in reading and 
comprehending the text as well as in the translating of each individual sentence. 

Year 2 students made more errors in the process of transferring sentence from 
Vietnamese into English, not in the process of comprehending/analysing the text or 
restructuring the sentence. Possibly because Year 2 is the first year when the students 
have just been taught Translation at the university, they want to attempt more strategies 
in their translation. However, their still limited knowledge prevented them from having 
exact translational strategy. 

 

 
3  Nida’s model of translation 
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