
neighbouring islands that share their characteristics. He elaborates these typical 

characteristics as follows: 

• symmetrical voices 

• at least two non-actor voices 

• at least one non-local nominal clitic 

• second position pronominal clitic 

(Himmelman, 2005:112-4) 

 

Symmetrical voices languages are those with at least two voice alternations marked on 

the verb, neither of which is clearly the basic form. BT shares all these characteristics, 

having three voice alternations (Actor, Undergoer and Goal), four non-local nominal 

clitics (i, di, o, and do) and second position pronominal clitics.  

 

1. Overview of Verb Morphology Interaction in BT 

 

Mood, tense and voice interaction make up the basic verb morphology of BT. Voice is 

the pivotal category which interacts with mood and tense. Table 1 represents this 

interaction: 

 

Table 1. Mood, Tense and Voice Interaction 

 

Dynamic/Intentive Stative/Potentive  

Non-past Past Non-tensed Non-past Past 

Actor  

(AV) 

m- 

-um- 

-in- 

-in.um- 

Ø ko-  noko- 

Undergoer 

(AV) 

-on  -in- -o’
4
  o- 

  

no- 

Goal Voice 

(GV) 

-an -in- -an -ai o- -an  no- -an 

                                                 
4
 ‘ is the orthographic symbol used in BT for glottal stop [�] 
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There are two moods; dynamic/intentive and stative/potentive. The discussion in this 

paper is concerned  with dynamic/intentive mood only. In BT, the tense system is past 

and non-past, and there is also a category non-tensed in which the suffixes are never 

marked for tense. Non-past is devoid of overt marking on the verb and may have present, 

or future interpretation. Past is marked differently depending on the form of stems as well 

as the moods. As mentioned earlier, there are three voices in BT; Actor, Undergoer and 

Goal. The literature on Phillipine-type languages reveals that various labels on the voices 

have been used, and new ones are still being invented, which show that these labels are a 

continuing matter of debate. 

 

 2. Voice Marking 

 

In Dusunic languages, voice gives information about the thematic role of the pivot 

argument in verbal clauses. ‘Voice’ has also been called ‘focus’ in the past studies on 

Austronesian languages (Himmelmann, 2002). Choice of voice reflects the thematic role 

of one designated pivot argument. The term ‘pivot’ is currently the preferred term 

because linguists are still unable to agree on the appropriateness of the term ‘subject’ 

with regard to Philippine-type languages (Schachter, 1995, Himmelmann, 2002). 

 

Three voices may be identified in BT, Actor Voice (UV), Undergoer Voice (UV) and 

Goal Voice (GV). An overt pivot is marked by determiner choice. In BT, there are four 

non-local determiners; ‘i’, ‘o’, ‘di’ and ‘do and one local determiner, ‘id’. Table 2 shows 

the role of each determiner. 

 

Table 2. Determiners 

 

 Pivot Non-pivot Locative 

Specified i di id 

Non-specified o do - 
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2.1. Actor Voice 

 

AV is marked by m- with two allormorphs m- and –um-. M- is prefixed to vowel initial 

stems, and it also replaces a stem-initial bilabial /p/ or /w/. For example: 

 

1) akan  ‘eat’   > m-akan 

patai  ‘die’   > m-atai 

woyo  ‘follow’  > m-oyo’ 

pigis  ‘cut’     > m-om-igis (=m-poN-pigis) 

 

In the m.om.igis example, poN is a prefix on transitive verbs and some other functions, 

among others, progressive aspect. In Dusunic languages, there is a rich system of 

derivational morphology, marked by prefixation, and some of the prefixes seem to 

intrude into the voice system because of their sensitivity to transitivity. PoN- is one of 

them. –um- is infixed to other consonant- initial stems, such as: 

 

2) tonob  ‘set.sun’ > t-um-onob 

suang ‘enter’  >s-um-unsui 

giak ‘shout’  >g-um-iak 

 

2.2. Semantic roles of AV Pivots 

 

AV pivots may have the semantic role of an Agent, Theme of Intransitive Processes or 

Experiencer. The following examples illustrate this: 

 

3.2.1 Agent 

3) momigis oku do daging 

m-poN-pigis oku  do            daging 

AV-poN-cut    1s   NPVNS   meat 

I cut some meat. 
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3.2.2 Theme of Intransitive Processes 

4) tumonob no lo tadau  

t-um-onob no ilo       tadau 

AV-set     cl  dem-that sun 

The sun is already setting. 

 

2.2.3 Experiencer 

5) mintong i susumakai do tanda 

m-intong         i   susumakai do     tanda 

AV.look.at PVS      rider    NPVNS sign 

The rider looks at a sign. 

 

2.3. Past Tense and Actor Voice 

 

The past marker –in- infixes after AV m- and before or after  AV –um-: 

 

 Non-past  Past 

 m-akan   m-in-akan ate 

 m-om-igis  m-in-om-igis   cut 

 t-um-onob        t-in-um-onob  set[sun] 

    t-um-in-onob 

 

2.4. Undergoer voice 

 

UV is marked by –on in the non-past and –o’ in the untensed paradigm. The untensed 

paradigm is used in imperatives and some other discourse functions. Two types of past 

tense markings may be distinguished for UV. For normal UV with the pivot semantic role 

of patient/theme of transitive predicates,  experiencer of some bodily sensation 

predicates, as well as goal of motion, it is indicated by –in-/n-...Ø. For UV with locative 

pivot,  past tense is marked by –in-/n-...-on: 
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6)   akan ‘eat’ pigis ‘cut’ giuk ‘maggot’ 

Non-past akan-on pigis-on giuk-on 

Past  n-akan  p-in-igis g-in-iuk-on 

Non-tensed akan-o’ pigis-o’ giuk--o’ 

 

2.5. Semantic Roles of UV pivots 

 

A UV pivot may assume any of the following semantic roles: 

 

3.5.1 Patient/Theme of Transitive Predicates 

7)  Pigison kui daging 

Pigis-on ku      i  daging. 

Cut-UV 1s-cl det meat 

I cut the meat. 

 

8)  akano’ i daging! 

   akan-o’        i   daging   

   Eat-UV-NT   PVS  meat 

    Eat the meat! 

   

2.5.2 Experiencer of Some Bodily Sensation Predicates 

9)  louson oku 

     lous-on       oku  

     hungry.UV 1s 

    I am hungry. 
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2.5.3 Goal of Motion 

10)  hombo ngoion nu?  

       hombo o     ngoi-on   nu 

      where  NPVS go-UV 2s.cl 

      Where are you going? 

 

2.5.4 Location 

11)  giukon i mangga’ 

 giuk-on             i    mangga’ 

 maggot-UV   PVS  mango 

 The mango is infested by maggots. 

 

2.6. Goal Voice 

 

The third voice in BT is GV.  The non-past form of GV takes the –an marker, the past is 

marked with –in/n-...an, and the non-tensed form takes the –ai marker. Similar to the UV 

–o’, the non-tensed form is used in imperatives and some other discourse functions.  

 

12)   Pigis ‘cut’ onu ‘give’ 

Non-past pigis-an onu-an 

Past  p-in-igis-an n-onu-an 

Non-tensed pigis-ai  onu-ai 

 

2.7. Semantic Roles of GV Pivots 

 

The GV pivot may have any of the following semantic roles: 
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3.7.1 Recipient/Benefactive 

13) pigisan ku i odu do daging  

  pigis-an ku        i    odu                  do      daging  

cut-GV  1s-cl PVS grandmother NPVNS meat 

I cut some meat for grandmother. 

 

14) onuai   i  tasu do daging!  

  onu-ai i tasu do daging 

give.UV det dog det meat  

Give some meat to the dog! 

 

2.7.2 Adversative Experiencer 

15) noluyudan iahai konihab 

no-luyud-an  iahai        konihab 

pst-flood-GV 1pl-excl  yesterday  

We got flooded yesterday. 

 

16)    napataian iolo do tanak. 

          na-patai-an iolo     do        tanak.   

    Pst-die-GV  3pl   NPVNS child  

       They suffered the loss of a child.’ 

 

2.7.3 Experiencer of bodily sensation 

17)  tuuhan oku 

      tuuh-an oku  

      thirst-GV 1s 

      I’m thirsty. 
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3. Conclusion 

 

The discussion of voice and tense in this paper has only been with regard to 

dynamic/intentive mood. Three voices were distinguished in BT; AV, UV and GV. These 

labels, however, remain tentative.  AV forms are either non-past or past, while UV and 

GV may be in non-past, past or non-tensed forms. 
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Appendix 1. Abbreviations 

 

AV- Actor voice 

cl-    clitic 

dem- demonstrative 

GV- Goal voice 

PVS- pivot, specified 

PVNS-pivot, non-specified 

NPVS- non-pivot, specified 

NPVNS- non-pivot, non-specified 

UV- Undergoer voice 

1s- first person singular 

1s-cl- first person singular, clitic 

2s- second person singular 

2s-cl- second person singular, clitic 

2pl-incl- second person plural, inclusive 

2pl-excl- second person plural, exclusive 

3s- third person singular 

3pl- third person plural
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Abstract  

This paper presents the translation of temporality in18 passages taken from the English 

novel “The Old Man and The Sea” and their Vietnamese translations. In English, the 

temporal status of a situation and temporal relations between situations are explicitly 

conveyed by the morphological marking of the verbs for tense and aspect. Vietnamese, on 

the other hand, does not have a grammatical category for tense or aspect. In sentences the 

verbs are used in their base forms. The central question addressed in this paper is, in the 

absence of morphological marking of the verbs for tense and aspect in Vietnamese, how do 

translators of English-Vietnamese texts accommodate the temporal information expressed 

in the English texts by tense and aspect? Which Vietnamese linguistic devices are utilized 

to convey the meanings indicated by the English verb forms? 

The results show that the translator basically follows the norms of Vietnamese, e.g. by 

using the base forms of the verbs, occasionally inserting temporal adverbials or time 

markers, but more often leaving a high degree of ambiguity regarding temporal status of 

situations. In order to work out the temporal interpretations of the situations in the target 

texts, pragmatics has to be extensively relied on. 

0.  Introduction 

One of the most difficult tasks for translators is to find linguistic and cultural equivalents 

for elements that are common in one language, but absent in another language. In 

Vietnamese/English translation, as practicing translators, point out, the most obvious 

example of disparity between the two languages comes in the use of verb tenses and 

aspects. It is so because Vietnamese is a tenseless language while English has a rich 

aspectuo-temporal system. In English, the temporal and aspectual information of a 

situation, for example, the time of the situation and whether the situation is on-going or 

complete, is indicated by the morphological marking of the verbs. On the other hand, since 

Vietnamese verbs are not morphologically marked for tense and aspect, the interpretation 

of temporality is heavily reliant on pragmatics or world knowledge. Also, in English 

narrative, the interaction of tense and aspect, in particular the interaction of viewpoint and 

situation aspects, form the temporal structure of the text. Viewpoint and situation aspects 
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are the main linguistic devices for providing the background of the text as well as 

advancing the narrative time. All this information in Vietnamese, however, is again mostly 

dependent on the contexts and the knowledge of the world. 

Given the great disparity in the temporal systems between the two languages, how do 

translators convey the temporal information of situations in English narrative texts in 

Vietnamese and what Vietnamese linguistic devices are exploited to express the time of 

situations in the conversation and temporal sequencing in the English narrative segments? 

This paper attempts to find answers to these questions by analysing selected passages of an 

original English novel and its Vietnamese translation version.  

Section 1 below gives a comparison between the Vietnamese and English temporal 

systems. An account of temporal structure of narrative is taken up in Section 2. Section 3 

presents the results of the analysis of the data corpus. Section 4 concludes the paper. 

1. Comparison of Vietnamese and English temporal systems 

In English, tense and aspect are grammatical categories. English verbs are morphologically 

inflected to indicate both tense and aspect. Tense is a deictic category, i.e. it relates the time 

of the situation to another time point, normally the time of speech or a point of reference 

(Comrie, 1985). Aspect, on the other hand, is not relative to the time of utterance (Comrie, 

1976; Jakobson, 1957; Lyons, 1977). It serves to indicate the temporal structure of the 

situation itself, such as describing whether a situation is ongoing or complete (Comrie, 

1976). For example, examining the utterance “Mary wrote a letter” reveals two temporal 

features of the situation: a) the time of the situation is before the time of speech, thus the 

utterance carries a past tense; b) the situation is complete, which means the utterance has a 

perfective aspect.  

English is considered to have six fundamental tenses as a result of the relations between the 

three time points (point of speech (S), point of event (E), and point of reference (R)) 

proposed by Reichenbach (1947). These tenses are the present tense, the past tense, and the 

future tense, the present perfect, the past perfect, and the future perfect.  
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The English two aspects are the imperfective and perfective. The imperfective and the 

perfective aspects are also referred to as “viewpoint aspects” which are “signalled by 

grammatical morphemes that contrast, forming a closed system” (Smith, 1997, p. 5). The 

imperfective focuses part of a situation, including neither initial nor final endpoints (Smith, 

1997). In Comrie‟s words, the imperfective “looks at the situation from the inside, and as 

such is crucially concerned with the internal structure of the situation” (Comrie, 1976, p. 4). 

The perfective, on the other hand, refers to the totality of a situation including the 

beginning, middle, and end as a whole (Comrie, 1976; Smith, 1999). It “looks at the 

situation from the outside, without necessarily distinguishing any of the internal structure of 

the situation” (Comrie, 1976, p. 4). Aspectual meaning of a situation is not only expressed 

by its viewpoint aspect, but also by situation (lexical) aspect. As Smith (1997) points out, 

aspectual meaning results from interaction between situation types and viewpoints. The 

interactions between situation types and viewpoints are an important temporal feature of 

narrative sequencing, as will be elaborated in Section 2. 

Vietnamese, on the other hand, is a tenseless language. Vietnamese verbs are not inflected 

for tense and aspect. In sentences they are used in their base forms. In other words, there is 

no grammatical tense in Vietnamese. Most of the time, the interpretation of temporality is 

heavily dependent on the context and knowledge of the world, or in other words, on 

pragmatics (Aubaret, 1864; Bulteau, 1953; Cadière, 1958; Nguyễn, 1997; Trần, Bùi, & 

Phạm, 1940; Trương, 1883). Thompson (1965) states that “Vietnamese verbs are in 

themselves … timeless. They establish only the fact that a particular action, series of 

actions or state of affairs is in effect. They depend entirely on the linguistic and situational 

context for their reference to relative time” (Thompson, 1965, p. 218). 

To illustrate the one-form-for-all time references and the importance of context for the 

interpretation of temporality in Vietnamese, let‟s consider the following utterance. 

    1.  Tôi   đọc    sách 

         I       read   book 

Depending on the context, this utterance could have the following interpretations. 
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1a. I am reading a book (books) 

 b. I read a book (books) 

 c. I have read a book (books) 

 d. I was reading a book (books) 

 e. I read (past tense) a book (books) 

 f. I will read a book (books) 

 g. I will be reading a book (books) 

Where there is a danger of ambiguity, Vietnamese uses time markers, temporal and 

aspectual adverbials as an important device for the explicit and specific expression of 

temporality. See example 2 below. 

2. Trước đây    tôi      sống   ở   Hà Nội 

        In the past     I        live     in   Hanoi 

        I lived in Hanoi in the past 

In (2), the adverbial „trước đây‟ locates the situation of “living” in the past and makes 

explicit that “I” no longer lives in Hanoi at the present moment. Without the adverbial the 

utterance is ambiguous as to the time it refers to. 

2. Temporality in narrative 

The functions of tense and aspect in narrative discourse are very different from those in 

ordinary language. As Fleischman (1990, p. 3) puts it, “[i]t has often been observed that 

tense usage in narrative is anomalous with respect to a language‟s normal use of tenses – 

that the relationships between time and tense in narrative are not the same as those 

obtaining in ordinary language”. Due to the nature of narrative as referring to “specific 

experiences that occurred in some past world (real or imagined)” (Fleischman, 1990, p. 

263), the traditional tense in narrative is past tense, which receives the value of presentness 

and is often referred to as “fictional present”.  

A key feature of narrative is that it presents events in a chronological order, or in de Swart‟s 

(de Swart, 2007, p. 13) words, it “involves putting a sequence of events in a temporal 
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order”.  Labov and Waletzky (1966, p. 22) see the strict temporal sequence as “the defining 

characteristic of narrative”. Comrie (1985) shares a similar view when he defines narrative 

as “an account of a sequence of chronologically ordered events (real or imaginary), and for 

a narrative to be well formed it must be possible to work out the chronological order of 

events from the structure of the narrative with minimal difficulty” (Comrie, 1985, p. 28).  

The sequencing of events is referred to by Dry (1981) as the timeline of a narrative. All the 

events, or to use a more neutral term, situations, that are on the timeline move narrative 

time forward. These situations are expressed by the perfective aspect. As Smith (1999) 

observes, sequential interpretation of a narrative is conveyed by perfective event sentences 

and also temporal adverbials, the later being used much less frequently. The perfective 

event sentences are thus normally known as foreground sentences. They form “the 

backbone of narrative” (Linhares-Dias, 2006, p. 70). The situations that are not on the 

timeline do not propel narrative time, but rather elaborate, explain, or provide further 

information for the situations that are on the timeline. They are referred to as background 

sentences and are expressed by the imperfective aspect. 

However, the movement of narrative time is not only indicated by viewpoint aspect, but 

also by situation types. Of the four situation types proposed by Vendler (1967), 

Accomplishment and Achievement sentences with the perfective viewpoint aspect always 

propel narrative time (Dry, 1981, 1983; Smith, 1999), since they have an intrinsic natural 

endpoint. State and Activity sentences, due to their durative, atelic (having no limit or 

natural endpoint) nature, do not normally advance narrative time. But it is not always the 

case. According to Dry, “Activity and Stative sentences may move time if it is clear from 

the context that the situation represented in the sentence is the outcome of a change of 

state” (Dry, 1983, p. 23). Smith (1999) also argues that perfective Activity sentences can 

contribute to advancement of narrative time when they present discrete units of the 

situation or implicitly bounded segments. 

The following section presents the findings of the data analysis of 18 passages of the 

English novel “The Old Man and the Sea”, by Hemingway, and its Vietnamese translation 

version. 
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3. Data analysis and findings 

3.1. Data corpus 

The data consists of one conversation comprising of 68 finite clauses and 17 selected 

passages of narration taken from the English novel “The Old Man and the Sea”. The reason 

for the division of the text into conversation and narration is because tense and aspect 

behave differently across genres, as stated earlier. In conversations (between the characters 

in this case), tense and aspect have the same function as in ordinary language, i.e. we 

understand that they relate to the then-speech-time, while in narration their functions have 

distinct features as shown above. 

3.2. Findings 

3.2.1. Translation of temporality in conversations 

The whole novel consists of only a few conversations. The selected one is the longest, and 

takes place between the two main characters, the old man and the boy. It comprises 68 

utterances, each being classified, for the purpose of the analysis, as a clause with a finite 

verb, excluding clauses with modal verbs (even though modal verbs can have temporal 

inferences, they are not of concern in this paper). The tenses used in this context are deictic 

and have the narrative time as the time of speech, which is taken to be the present time. The 

verbs that are used in this conversation appear in eight different forms: present simple, 

present progressive, present perfect, present perfect progressive, past simple, past 

progressive, future simple, and “going to” future. Their distributions and the Vietnamese 

translation instances, where explicit linguistic devices (temporal and aspectual markers) are 

used to convey their temporal meanings, are presented in Table 1. 
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Table 1: Frequency of original verb forms and their translation correspondents 

English original Vietnamese translation 

Verb forms and time 

adverbials 
Frequency Time markers and adverbials Frequency  

Present simple 42 
vẫn còn (still) 

sẽ (future time marker) 

1 

1 

Present progressive 1 –  – 

Present perfect 5 
đã…hôm nay (past time 

marker…today) 
1 

Present perfect progressive 1 đã…mãi (past time marker…forever) 1 

Past simple 28 

đã (past time marker) 

đã…rồi (past…already) 

hồi…hay (in the past…often) 

hay (often) 

2 

1 

1 

1 

Past progressive 2 đã (past time marker) 1 

Future simple 7 sẽ (future time marker) 3 

“going to” future 1 – – 

now 

in the old days 

frequently 

in the morning 

today 

sometimes 

2 

1 

1 

2 

1 

1 

bây giờ 

hồi xưa 

luôn luôn 

mai; sáng mai 

hôm nay 

hay 

2 

1 

1 

1; 1 

1 

1 

As can be seen from the table, the original makes extensive use of the verb forms to 

indicate temporal information. The translation, on the other hand, contains only a few time 

markers. For instance, in the original, the present simple tense and the past simple tense 

appear 42 times and 28 times, respectively, compared to just two present time markers and 

four past time markers, respectively, in the translation. Moreover, the Vietnamese past time 

marker „đã‟, itself or combined with another lexical item, is used to translate different 

tenses in the original, the present perfect, the present perfect progressive, the past simple, 

and the past progressive. Or the Vietnamese future time marker „sẽ‟ is utilized to convey 

the meaning of both the English present simple tense and the future simple tense. All the 

temporal adverbials that appear in the original are translated into their equivalent adverbials 

in Vietnamese.  

The results of the analysis are presented according to three patterns that were found in the 

translation: direct translation or addition of temporal adverbials in the situations where no 
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temporal adverbials are present in the original, the use of Vietnamese time markers, and 

non-use of time indication in the translation. 

3.2.1.1. Direct translation or addition of temporal adverbials in translation 

In all the situations where temporal adverbials are present in the original, the direct 

translation of the adverbials successfully conveys the meaning represented by the verb 

constellations (the verbs and their arguments) and the temporal adverbials, even though in 

the original the adverbials only serve to specify the time of the situation. The target 

language temporal adverbials function to locate the situations in time as well as give the 

exact time of the situations. See 5 below, plain font for the original, italic for the 

translation, and bold for back gloss translation. 

    5. “He used to come to the terrace sometimes too in the older days” (p 16)   

        “Hồi xưa             hắn  cũng   hay    đến      chơi   ở   Quán” (p 21) 

        In the old days   he     also   often  come   play   in   terrace 

It can be seen that without the adverbial „in the old days‟ the original sentence still makes 

explicit reference to the past, whereas the Vietnamese sentence would be more likely to 

have present meaning without the adverbial „hồi xưa‟. The Vietnamese adverbial of 

frequency „hay‟ („often‟) conveys the habitual meaning expressed by „used to‟ in the 

original. Without „hay‟, the situation would not trigger an habitual interpretation in the 

translation. It should be noted that the adverbial „hay‟ is not the direct translation of the 

original adverb of frequency „sometimes‟.  

 This point is supported by the use of „hay‟, along with another time locating adverbial 

„hồi‟ („in the past, in the old days‟), to convey the meaning of „used to‟ in the original in 

another situation, presented in 6 below. 

    6. “Do you remember when he used to come to the Terrace?” (p 16) 

        “Cháu  có nhớ       hồi               hắn    hay     đến     chơi   ở   Quán?” (20) 

         You    remember  in the past   he     often   come   play  in  terrace? 
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Here, again, the addition of „hồi‟ locates the situation of „coming‟ in the past, whereas the 

addition of „hay‟ indicates the repetition of the event. Together they effectively convey the 

past habitual meaning of the situation indicated by „used to‟ in the original. Without „hồi‟ 

the situation would have the present habitual meaning, while without „hay‟ the past 

perfective meaning. 

There are three more situations where the additions of temporal adverbials in the translation 

convey the meanings that are exclusively indicated by the tense and aspect in the original.  

    7. “The great Dimaggio is himself again” (p 15) 

       “Quái kiệt Đi Maghiô   vẫn còn    phong độ     cũ” (p 20) 

       The great Dimaggio      still           shape         old 

    8. “I‟ve been asking you to” (p 15) 

       “Cháu  đã                              mời      ông    mãi” (p 19) 

        I          past [time marker]    invite   you    long time 

    9. “Has he done this for us more than once?” (p 14) 

       “Đã   có     lần      nào      hắn   cho   mình   như   hôm nay   chưa nhỉ?” (p 19) 

       Past  have  time   which    he    give   us       like    today      [question particle]? 

In (7) the addition of the adverbial „vẫn còn‟ („still‟) gives the utterance the present 

meaning, while in (8) the adverbial „mãi‟ („forever‟) indicates the imperfective aspect. 

Without „mãi‟, this situation would have a past interpretation, indicated by the past time 

marker „đã‟. The translator‟s tactic combination of the past time marker „đã‟ and the 

adverbial „mãi‟ proves an effective tool to convey the meaning of the present perfect 

progressive, which is not available in Vietnamese. Similarly, the combination of „đã‟ and 

the adverbial „hôm nay‟ („today‟) in (9) allows for the interpretation of the experiential 

meaning of the present perfect in the original, which is also not available in Vietnamese. 

3.2.1.2. Use of Vietnamese time markers 

As seen from Table 1, very few time markers are used to translate the verb tenses and 

aspects in the original. The past time marker „đã‟ is exploited only twice to convey the past 
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time meaning expressed by the past simple form in the original. The future meanings 

conveyed by the future simple tense are mostly translated by the Vietnamese future time 

marker „sẽ‟. Three of the seven situations in the simple future tense are translated as such. 

The use of the time markers in all the above situations effectively conveys the meanings as 

expressed by the verb forms in the original.  

The future time marker „sẽ‟ is also used to translate the English present simple tense in one 

situation, as shown in 10. 

    10. “… I take back the bottles” (p 15) 

          “… chai     cháu    sẽ                                    đem trả lại” (p 19) 

            … bottle    I        [future time marker]    take back 

This situation takes place when a main character (the boy) mentions the bottles of beer the 

owner of a bar sent to the old man and his (the boy‟s) intention to return the bottles to the 

owner. In the original, the situation is presented in the simple present tense with an habitual 

meaning. This suggests that the act of taking the beer bottles back to the bar is repetitive. 

The future time marker „sẽ‟ in the translation indicates only that the situation has not 

happened and will take place in the future.  

3.2.1.3. Non-use of time indication 

Most of the original situations are expressed in the translation by the basic forms of the 

Vietnamese verbs with no time markers or any other lexical items to indicate the time of the 

situations. Some of them, mostly those represented by State verb constellations in the 

present simple tense in the original, can trigger similar interpretations in the translation 

using our world knowledge and the contextual information available in the text. See, for 

example, 11. 

    11. “He‟s very thoughtful for us” (p 14)  

         “Hắn ta  tốt bụng    đấy chứ” (p 19) 

          He          kind         [final particle] 
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This situation is uttered after the utterance presented in (9) above, which has reference to 

the speech time (present). As shown above, the translation conveys this reference. Thus, 

even with no time indication in the translation, our world knowledge tells us that the 

situation in (11) holds at the present time (narrative time in this case). There are 20 clauses 

with Stative verbs in the present simple tense which receive the present time interpretation 

in the translation based on our knowledge of the world. 

Similarly, one original situation with an Accomplishment and another with an Achievement 

in the past simple tense obtain the interpretation of past time reference with the help of 

context and world knowledge. 

    12a. “Who gave this to you?” (p 14) (Achievement) 

           “Ai    cho   thế?” (p 19) 

           Who  give  [question particle]? 

    12b. “He sent two beers” (p 14) (Accomplishment) 

 “Ông ta  còn   gửi     cho   cả    hai   chai      bia    nữa” (p 19) 

  He         also   send  for   also  two  bottle    beer  more 

In (12a) „this‟ refers to the foods the boy has brought to the old man. Our world knowledge 

tells us that the giving took place in the past relative to the speech time. The sending of the 

beer in (12b) coincides with the foods the bar owner gave to the boy. Accordingly, the 

translation can be inferred as referring to past situations even though no time indication is 

available. 

However, world knowledge does not account for all situations to allow for the same 

interpretations as expressed by the verb forms in the original text. With no time indication 

in the translation, many situations are either ambiguous or trigger different temporal 

interpretations than those indicated in the original text, especially when there is a shift of 

tenses in sentences in an immediate context or in the same sentence. Some are exemplified 

below. 

   13a. “I have” (old man‟s reply to the boy‟s remark „You can‟t fish and not eat‟) (p 14) 
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 “Nhịn được chứ” (p 19) 

  Fast  can [final particle] 

   13b. “There was nothing ever like them. He hits the longest ball I have ever seen” (p 16) 

“Không thể/ bì được/ với/ những/ cú/ đó. Chưa bao giờ/ cháu/ thấy/ ai/ liệng/ banh/ 

xa/ như thế” (p 20) 

Can’t/ compare/ with/ [plural marker]/ drives/ those. Never/ I/ see/ who/ hit/ 

ball/ long/ like that 

    13c. “They say his father was a fisherman. Maybe he was as poor as we are” (p 16) 

 “Hình như/ bố/ hắn ta/ cũng là/ dân chài. Nếu/ đúng như vậy/ thì/ hắn/ cũng/ nghèo/ 

như/ bọn mình” (p 21) 

 Perhaps/ father/ he/ also/ fisherman. If/ so/ then/ he/ also/ poor/ as/ we 

    13d. “When I was your age I was before the mast on a square-rigged ship that ran to 

Africa and I have seen lions on the beaches in the evening” (p 16) 

 “Hồi/ bằng tuổi/ cháu/ ta/ trèo tít lên/ ngọn/ cột buồm/ một/ chiếc tàu buồm/ chạy/ 

dọc/ ven biển/ Phi-châu, chiều chiều/ ta/ trông thấy/ nhiều/ sư tử/ đứng trên/ bãi biển” (p 

21) 

 When/ at age/ you/ I/ climb up/ top/ mast/ one/ square-rigged ship/ run/ across/ 

sea/ Africa/, every evening/ I/ see/ many/ lions/ stand on/ beaches 

In the original (13a) has the experiential meaning expressed by the present perfect tense, 

which indicates that the old man has experienced fishing without eating. The translation 

does not explicitly convey that the old man has done so, but just stating that he can do it
1
. 

(13b), (13c), and (13d) each contains clauses in different tenses. The first clause of (13b) 

has a temporal relation with an earlier situation which has past time reference. In this clause 

„them‟ refers to baseball drives performed in the old park (in the past) by the player referred 

to as „he‟ in the second clause. The shift to the present simple tense in the second clause 

indicates the sudden shift of the topic.  Here the boy (utterer) no longer talks about those 

                                                 
1
 Dr Marie-Eve Ritz pointed out to me that the meaning of „can‟ contains an experiential inference, i.e. when 

someone says that he can do something, he may have an evidence for the claim. The evidence may be that he 

has been able to do it before. Following that, the translation may have an inference that the man may have 

gone fishing without eating. In this case the meaning in the translation is inferential, whereas the original 

situation has a referential meaning. 
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baseball drives in the old park, but comments on the talent of the player, which still holds at 

the time of speech. The present tense in this clause has the present habitual meaning. In the 

translation both situations are understood to take place at the same time as the earlier 

situation that has a past time meaning. 

 Similarly, the shift from the past simple tense to the present perfect in (13d) is not 

conveyed in the translation. Unlike the shift in (13b), the shift in (13d) is a stylistic one. 

This situation is uttered by the man. He is telling the boy his past experience that took place 

when he was the boy‟s age, which is a long time ago. It is obvious that „seeing the lions‟ 

occurs at the same time as being on the ship and running to Africa, which all take places in 

the past. Accordingly, the situation of „seeing the lions‟ could have been presented in the 

past simple tense, which would make the experience a remote one. The present perfect 

gives the situation a more recent experiential meaning and makes it appear more vivid. This 

implies that the seeing of the lions is a very exciting experience which has a long lasting 

effect on the old man‟s memory or he may just want to make the experience appear more 

thrilling for the boy. In the translation this situation is presented as an iterative past event 

with the adverb of frequency „chiều chiều‟ („every evening‟). 

On the other hand, the two original situations in the past simple tense in (13c) is inferred as 

taking place at the same time in the translation as the situation presented in the present 

simple tense. The original presents „his father being a fisherman‟ and „he being poor‟ as 

past situations that do not hold at the speech time, while „we being poor‟ as a present 

situation which still holds at the time of speech. It is conveyed explicitly that the „father‟ 

and „he‟ at the speech time are no longer poor. The translation gives an indication that the 

status of „being poor‟ of all the characters mentioned in (13c) still hold at the speech time. 

In summary, most of the original situations are conveyed in the translation in the basic verb 

forms with no time indication. In some cases the contextual information and world 

knowledge lead to the interpretation of the meanings as indicated by the verb forms in the 

original. Where contextual information is not available, the translated situations, which 

contain no lexical items expressing temporal inferences, may be either ambiguous or 

misleading. On the other hand, the addition of time adverbials in situations where the 
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adverbials are not present in the original effectively conveys the meanings as represented 

by the original verb forms. Similarly, the use of Vietnamese time markers, in most of the 

situations where they are exploited, allows for the interpretations as are intended by the 

temporal and aspectual morphological marking of the verbs in the original.  

3.2.2. Translation of temporality in narration 

As stated in Section 2, the main characteristic of narrative is that it presents events in a 

temporal order. It does not mean, however, that narrative contains only foreground 

information, i.e. information that moves narrative time forward. It also consists of 

background information which describes or elaborates the events on the timeline. In 

English narrative texts foregrounding information is normally expressed by the perfective 

aspect of Accomplishments and Achievements and certain temporal adverbials, 

connectives, or clauses. Activities with the perfective aspect can also move narrative time if 

they are temporally abounded. Background information is indicated by the imperfective 

aspect. In Vietnamese texts, on the other hand, the distinction between foreground and 

background is not marked, since the verbs are not morphologically marked for viewpoint 

aspects. The interpretation of time movement can only obtain by the use of certain temporal 

adverbials and by pragmatic knowledge. However, as Dry (1983) puts it, “pragmatic 

knowledge alone does not account for the sequencing [of events]” (Dry, 1983, p. 44). The 

analysis of the translation of 17 passages of the English novel „The Old Man and the Sea‟ 

shows that many situations in the translation are highly ambiguous. It is not easy to work 

out the chronological order of events from the structure of the narrative in the translation 

version. 

The seventeen paragraphs selected for the analysis consists of 198 clauses, 93 of which 

present sequenced events, i.e. foreground events. The others are background. The 

translation comprises of 19 paragraphs with 179 clauses. Only 28 clauses are explicitly 

presented as foreground, i.e. the foregrounding is indicated explicitly by temporal 

adverbials such as „trước khi‟ („before‟), „bây giờ‟ („now‟), „đã xế chiều‟ („in the evening‟), 

„đến đúng trưa‟ („right at noon‟), „tảng sáng‟ („early in the morning‟), „sau cùng‟ („finally 

or at last‟), „rồi‟ („then‟), „sau đó‟ („after that‟), „bỗng dưng (chốc)‟ („suddenly, all of a 
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sudden‟), „bất ngờ‟ („suddenly, all of a sudden‟); inceptive verbs such as „bắt đầu‟ 

(„begin‟); aspectual marker such as „xong‟ („finish, complete‟); or temporal clauses such as 

„đêm tới‟ („when the night falls‟), „sau khi mặt trời lặn‟ („when the sun comes down‟), and 

„tối đến‟ („when it gets dark‟). Some other clauses can trigger the interpretation of temporal 

movement based on world knowledge about the natural order of events or the rhetorical 

relations between the sentences. Many situations can have either foreground or background 

reading. Section 3.2.2.1 below presents the findings on the translation of background 

information, followed by the section on the translation of foreground information. 

3.2.2.1. Translation of background information 

In the original, background information is extensively expressed by the imperfective aspect, 

i.e. the „v-ing‟ of Events or the past simple form of States, leaving little room for pragmatic 

knowledge. In the translation, however, the interpretation of background information is 

heavily reliant on world knowledge and rhetorical structure expressing simultaneity and 

temporal inclusion. In general, when background information in the original is indicated by 

simultaneity or temporal inclusion by the rhetorical relation of Elaboration, it is conveyed 

in the translation. Examples 14 and 15 illustrate this. 

14. Original: “(a) He also drank a cup of shark liver oil each day from the big drum in the 

shack (b) where many of the fishermen kept their gear. (c) It was there for the 

fishermen (d) who wanted it. (e) Most fishermen hated the taste. (f) But it was no 

worse than getting up the hours (g) that they rose and (h) it was good for the eyes” (p 

30) 

Translation: “(a) Ngày nào ông cũng uống một ly dầu gan cá mập. (b) Ở trong chỗ 

kho chứa đồ nghề của dân chài, lúc nào cũng có sẵn một thùng đầy. (c) Dầu đó bạn 

chài tự do dùng, (d) nhưng họ bảo rằng mùi nó ghê tởm quá. (e) Thử hỏi uống dầu đó 

có khó khăn hơn phải trở dậy thật sớm như họ không? (f) Hơn nữa, dầu đó là một vị 

thuốc thần hiệu chữa cảm và cúm.(g)  Uống dầu đó cũng sáng mắt nữa” (p 32) 

Back gloss translation: (a) Each day he also drink one glass oil liver shark. (b) In 

shack [that] contain gear of fisherman, always have available one drum full. (c) Oil that 

fisherman free use, (d) but they say that taste of it awful very. (e) Question drink oil 
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