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Introduction

1. Statement of the Problem

Having worked an instructor of English for many years in more than
an Arab university, | have had the opportunity to notice that the
students always face difficulty in developing their language skills
and they show noticeable defeciencies in producing English written
texts.

The problem with most of these students does not lie in a gab in the
knowledge of grammar but becaose they suffer from an inconsistant
and in many cases deplorably defient approximation to native like
compositon. Such a situation is attributable to a number of factors,
the ‘'most promonent of which the differences in cultures and other
text conventions which constrain text in Arabic and English.

Thus, | decided to approach the problem by conducting a
contrastive study which will show the differences in the thematic
progression between Arabic and English argumentative texts.

2. Importance of the study

The importance of this study stems for the attempt to find a solution
to a problem facing many Arab learners of English, i.e. transfering
Arabic

conventions of compaosition writing into English.

Besides, a contrastive analysis study at the thematic progression
level is of great importance to language teachers, applied linguists
and syllabus designers and others whose cocern are related in one
way or another to ELT ( English Language Teaching ) in the Arab
world.



3. Limitation of the study

This study is restricted by a number of factors and | feel that this
should be clarified from the outset:

(1) This study limited to exoplore the similarities and defferences in
one aspect of text convention, i. e. thematic progression.

(2) The study is also limited to one text-type, i. e. argumentative
text, leaving other text types to other researchers to explore.

(3) The number of text used in this study is limited to two: one
Arabic argumentative text and another one in English.This is due
to limitation of time and space.

4. Hypothesis

In text creation Arabic and English achieve thematic progression in
different ways; and this will be tested by using the theme/ rheme
division of the clause as it will be exponded in the method of
analysis.

5. Selection of data

My analysis is based on a comparison of one set of argumentative
parallel texts, which are taken from Al-Jumhuriya newspaper ( see
Appendex 1 ), and the Guardian ( see Appendex 2 ).

Since we are dealing written texts then our concern here is with
modern standard Arabic and modern standard English , i. e.
journalism.

the selected texts are parallel in nature. Both texts, infact, are
argumentative and both deal with similar subjects: the importance of
preserving language.
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Thematic Progression ( TP )

1. What is a text ?

A text, for me, is a communicative phenomenon functioning within a
context. In other words, a text can be described as language in
operation and it is the means to present discourse in actual
communication. Its size is immeterial since a communicative
phenomenon may have the surface format of a single sentence ( cf.
Mohammad 1990 ).

What differenciates a text from non-text is its adherence to its
constituents. According to Halliday ( 1986 ) a text is a product of
three constituents: (1) Context of Situation, (2) Thematic
Progression and (3) Cohesion. These factors actually match
extralinguistic and linguistic features together. However, | donot
want in this paper to dicuss the above three factors since our study
is limited to one feature only: TP.

2. What is Thematic Progression (TP) ?

As mentioned before the unity of text is not only maintained by
context of situation but also by cohesion and TP. Cohesion can be
seen as sentence connectivity and TP is the continuity of theme
which strengths the conceptual tightness of the text. This
conceptual tightness makes TP one of the main characteristics
which constitute a text in general.

The best example which illustrates the theory of TP in texts is the
work on the theme/rheme which was presented by Mathesius (1936)
and later developed by other linguists like Fibras ( 1964/1974 ) and
Danes (1974 ). The work on theme/rheme is known now as
Functional Sentence Perspective ( FSP ). In my view, the concept of
FSP can be considered a major contribution to the study of text
because it shows how " The line of argument" passes from one
sentence to the whole text. It also helps to illustrate the
development of flow of communication in the text.In other , a text
cannot be coherent without TP.

11



The interrelation between the FSP and the organisation of the text
has been formulated by Danes on the basis of the theme/rheme
concept. He concieves if this interrelation through TP, and he finds
an important aspect of what he refers to as the communicative
dynamism ( CD ) of atextinthe distribution of theme/rheme. The
theme is defined as those elements which contain the lowest degree
of CD, while the rheme

carries more CD than the theme. However, Danes ( 1974:118 ) has
identified three pattern of TP:

(A) A simple linear TP with linear thematization of rhemes as shown
in the folowing example.

The combine-harvester has revolving arms

at the front, known as a reel. The reel pushes
the crop stems towards a cutter -bar. This
cutter- bar chips off the stems near the ground.

T1 R1

T2 (=R1) R2

T3 (=R2) R3

Figure 1: Pattern (A)

(B) TP with a continuous theme, e.g.

Al-Khawarizmi was a great Arab scientist.
He was specially great in mathematics,
astronomy, history and geography. He also
knows a lot about music. He was the first.....
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T1 R1

T2(T1)___ R2

T3(T2) R3

Figure 2: Pattern (B)

(C) The third pattern is characterized by a main theme (
Hypertheme ) and derived themes as shown below.

Libya is an Arab country lies in north Africa.
The capital of the country is Tripoli. Other
important cities are: Bebghazi, Musrata
and Sirte. The climate in summer is hot, but
in winter it is cold..........

Hypertheme

T1__R1 T2 R2 T3___R3

Figure 3: Pattern (C)

IT is clear from the above line of argument that the text is seen as a
thread and TP or CD shows how meaning is carried through thi
thread. In other words, the theme serves as a point of departure /ffr
the development of the semantic progression and as framework /for
this development in the text. This explanation of the theme's role is
in fact similar to Halliday's " information structure" except that it is
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operating within the domain of the clause or sentence and not of the
information unit or tone group (see Halliday 1977, 1985 ).

Halliday's view as far as thematization is concerned, is somehow
similar to the Prague linguists ( Mathesius, Fibras and Danes ). By
thematisation, Halliday refers to the arrangement of clausesin a
form that imparts information. The theme is conceived of by Halliday
( 1977, 1985 ) as the first element in the clause which is true to
languages which display sentence order of subject-verb-object (
The cat killed the pigeon ). But Williams ( 1982: 121 ) found
Halliday's definition of theme inadequate for the treatment of Arabic.
He offers two reasons for such inadequancy. One is the frequent
sentence order verb-subject-object as ( qatata Iqitu Inamaamata ).
The second is the " freer word order " in Arabic compared with
English (ibid). He therefore, opts for the Prague school linguists' (
FSP ), according to which theme and rheme are designated in view
of their communicative dynamism ( CD ).

Thematic Progression (TP) in
Arabic and English Argumentative Texts

1. Method of analysis

In my analysis of the TP in the two texts forming my data, | shall
follow Danes' ( 1974 ) CD, as mentioned before. The differencr
between my model and that of Danes' is that|am not using the
sentence as a unit of analysis. My unit of analysis is the clause
which can be defined as " Any number of word group combining to
express a process , relating either explicitly or implicitly an ‘agent’
and an 'affected' " ( CF Williasms 1982:21 ). The theme then is that
element of the clause which carries the least CD and it is
recoverable from the context, and the rheme is that element which
carries the highest degree of CD. It is important to mention here that
the position of theme in the clause, whether it is at the beginning or
not, is immaterial to our scheme of analysis.
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2. The analysis

In this sectipon I will investigate the most frequent thematic pattern
in my argumentative texts. It is worth mentioning that argumentative
texts are those texts in which the writer trirs to convince the readers
with his point of view.

For the purpose of illustrating the TP in text (A) ( see appendix 1),
the texthas been split into twenty clauses. In the following figure we
will outline the progression of theme through the clauses forming
the text, which is an Arabic text.

1. T1 R1 12. T12(T5)_____ R12
2.T2(T1)__R2 13.T13(T12)____ R13
3.T3(T1)____R3 14. T14(T13)_____ R14
4.T4R3)____R4 15. T15(R14)____R15
5 T5(T3)____R5 16. TIB(R15)____ R16
6. TB(R5)_____R6 17. T17(R15)____R17
7.T7(R6)____R7 18. T18(R17)___R18
8.T8(R7)__R8 19. TI9(R18)____R19
9. T9(R8)____R9 20. T20(R19)____R20

10. T10(R) -R10

11. T11(10) R11

Figure 4: TP in the Arabic Text (A)
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Examining the above figure, one can noyice that the first theme (T1)
is repeated in the first three clauses in the text. In the first three
clauses it is implicitly stated in the verb "awadu" ( | would like ) and
in " aquulu" (I say). While in the third clause the theme is explicitly
stated in "innii"(l). The PT of these three clauses give pattern (A) (
see Figure 1).

Since these clauses are scene setter, then they demonstrate
exposition of information. But when we move on to argumentation
the pattern changes. In clause (4) the theme is the rheme of the
previous clause. While the theme in clause (5) is the same theme of
clause (4).

From clause (6) to clause (11) the theme of each clause is the
rheme of the proceding clause giving pattern (B) ( see Figure 2). It
seems that this pattern is used as a device to express
argumentation rather than mere exposition.

This pattern breaks in clause (12) where there is a fluctuation in the
TP because the theme in clause (12), which is ( implicit we ) refers
back to the same theme of clause (5).

Then pattern (A) ( see Figure 1) recur. From clause (16) pattern
(B) appears again. In clause (17) there is another fluctuation in TP
because its theme is not related to the preceding clause, but to
clause (15). In the rest of the clauses ( 18- 20 ) pattern (B)is
abvious again.

In short, the predominant pattern of TP in this text is pattern (B) and
although pattern (A) also appeare it is less frequent. On the other
hand, the text shows repetition of the theme through many clauses
and in clauses ( 12- 16 ).

Text (B), which is an English argumentative text ( see appendix 2 )
in turn is split into (15) clauses. The TP through out these clauses is

as follows:

16



1. T1 R1 12. T12 (T1 R12)

2. T2 R2 13. T13(R12) R13
3.7T3 R3 14. T14(T2) R14
4. T4 (T2) R4 15. T15 (14) R15

5. T5 T4) R5

6. T6 (T5) R6

7. T7 (T6) R7
8. T8 (R7) RS
9. T9 (R8) R9

10. T10(T9)___R10
11. T11 (R10)___R11

Figure 5 : TP in the English Text (B)

Figure (5) shows that TP is not repeated in the second clause. In
other words, each clause has its own theme which is bound to
overall theme of the text. The theme of clause (3) is actually the
rheme of clause (2) which gives pattern (B) (see figure: 2). In clause
(4) there is fluctuation in the theme because its theme ( | ....... ) is
actually the theme of clause (2). Then from clause (4to 6 ) the
theme is repeated giving (A). From clause 7 to 11 ) pattern (B) is the
most frequent one. '

17



In clause (12) there is another fluctuation in the theme because its
theme refers back to the theme of the topic clause (1). Then pattern
(B) appears again towards the end of the text. However, similar to
the Arabic text (A), the English text (B) also displays a frequent use
of pattern (B) which as | said before represents a tubulence
motivated by argumentation.

3. Conclusions

One obvious conclusion which can be drawn from the comparison of
TP in the two argumentative texts is that in the Arabic text (A) there
is a tendency to repeat the theme in succesive clauses forming the

text more frequently in comparison with the English text (B).

It is also obvious that in the Arabic text (A) the theme is more
explicitly stated than in the English text (B).

In both texts the pre-dominant pattern is (B) which is always pre-

dominant in argumentative texts.

| T1___ R

T2(R1) R2

4. Concluding Remarks

| hope the above differences and similarities between the Arabic
and English argumentative texts, will serve in facilitating the job of
syllabus designers anmd textbook writers in the Arab world. | also
hope that the results of this contrastive analysis will show the Arab
students how the flow of communication in Arabic and English
argumentative texts are achieved. Besides, Arab students of English
should keep in mind not to repeat always the theme of the clauses
when writing an argumentative text in English. At last, | hope other
researchers will test the results gained in this study against more
comprehensive data.
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Appendix 1

Text A

b Lagaila ) B () Lagd J ol Cu gLl £ gua g (o "lpiad o4l O 29)
$idlg 6538 saall 5l il Aoy sgand) Sa 0 (S8 5 Us) PSP FEAPTR TN
(Lol Al A D gy pall Dy pal) 51 £ A1) ol gie a3 sl

it laal 13 giag TE A e 1y candleWl y QIS cra JLaal) (amy Badd pad
ol Ob e el gal g gl Uadd) o) ua ZANN odalgd | guayd o3 Juaal) ()
e igal L Liges tay . lald 0% of 0 pal Aaalad) e g Lygillly L)
S gt S 5T Lpd 0 (A ARl ol y . (ol AN juas Lty L (g oY1 LSk
¢ oL LakS Waagly Ui ually Ledagd

pmgid LY atad ) sy ey Omoag Comuota Lanan Gubali of Lisle Gy
pLiey) Uide qang LaS . (hla) 0S5 oS U8 (B ciall agflhly aghey 7 () Aajaal
Lae Fagluadl Waed g8 1 gy S L) claalad) g Lasilall o) pal) Bl ZR11 03b (o po5s
Lalle ol Ll gf L pda 5053 Lagy o3l (Godiall il g Jiesal) Jay S00) (o Usslay

?-&Lh Lasa
1995/ 5 /26 & aldl Ay pgaadl Baaa

Appendix 2

Text B

The kingman report rightly concentrates on what should be done in
junior schools to improve the mastery of English (1), but | have
much anecdotal evidence (2), that semi-literacy is rife at the very
peak of the educational pyramid (3). | teach MA and MSc students
(4), supervise Ph.D. students (5) and edit a learned journal (8).
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Each of these involvements with a tiny elite of the most highly
educated people continually leaves me astonished at the prevailing
degree of ignorance of the structure of language (7). " Sentences "
without main verbs are constructed routinely (8), use of the
semicolon is an arcane enigma (9), the comma is frequently used to
join two sentences (10) , each with its own main verb (11).

Kingman-based reforms in junior schools will lead to improvements
(12) which will percplate through eventually (13). My experience of
the semi-literacy of the highly educated suggests, however (14),
that action is also needed at once in sixth forms and universities
(15).

(Prof) P. B. Checland
Lancaster.

The Guardian
Tuesday May 10. 1995
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