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Abstract

The analysis of verb groups provides another dimension in reading and understanding
legal discourse. The verb group 1s the main constituent of the verb phrase in a sentence
structure, which provides the necessary connection between the Subject and the
Predicate of a sentence in a legal provision. In general, legal language 1s highly nominal;
however, it may be helpful to see how these nominals co-occur with another important
constituent, the verb. This may only be seen mn a more appropriate perspective through
the 1dentification of the verb groups and its relation with the nominals in a provision.
To provide a framework for the analysis of the verb group, the sub-categorization of
Burton-Roberts (1997) was used: contrastive, intransitive, intensive, complex transitive,
and prepositional. Specific examples of texts were drawn from the corpus of fourteen
legal provisions on property ownership and other related real estate laws drawn from
the Philippine Civil Code. The study attempts to explain the peculianty of legal
language through a careful examination of the verb group, a structure that 1s often
neglected m legal discourse analysis. In view of ESP training, the study attempts to
empower the lay audience (the real estate practiioner and the teacher, in particular)
through the acquisition of knowledge, information, and the ability to read and interpret
relevant legal provisions.

Keywords:Discourse analysis, ditransitive verbs, English for specific purposes, genre
analysis

Introduction

Legal discourse 1s often characterized in terms of its high and complex nominal
expressions, heavy embeddings, and its lengthy texts. Consequently, legal language has
achieved a certain degree of notoriety due to the complexities of its lexico-grammatical
structures that affect the reading and understanding of legal texts (Bhatia, 1993). To the
non-specialists like the ESP teacher and those engaged n the real estate business, legal
language renders a complex type of discourse that may pose serious problems if not
dealt properly. Despite the regular training engaged n by practitioners in the industry,
there 1s a need to further analyze and describe legal language in a more simplified and
systematic manner. It 1s difficult to understand and absorb all the information
presented 1n a statute as may be seen in the following legal provision as it appears in the
Philippine Civil Code:
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Article 1539

The obligation to deliver the thing sold includes that of placing in the control of
the vendee all that is mentioned in the contract, in conformity with the following
rules:

If the sale of real estate should be made with a statement of its area, at the rate
of a certain price for a unit of measure of the latter should demand 1t, all that
my have stated in the contract; but, should this be not possible, the vendee may
choose between a proportional reduction of the price and the rescission of the
contract, provided that, i the latter case, the lack in the area be not less than
one-tenth of that stated.

The preceding legal provision consists of only one sentence but it has a total of
113 words. The legal provision is also heavily embedded with multi-nominal and
prepositional clauses. Previous studies of legal discourse have established and justified
the high nominal character and heavy embeddings as features that satisty the goal of
legal discourse to be all-inclusive and unambiguous. These peculiarities have served as
an impetus for scholars to explore and analyze legal discourse. For example, Bhatia
(1993) has written a book where he described and studied the use of legal language
using genre analysis. In this book, the author atfirmed the highly nominal character of
legal texts as he examined certain lexico-grammatical features, which included nominal
structures, prepositional phrases, sentence length, and other features that did not
mclude the verbs.

In a previous study, Gocheco (2007) used a genre-based approach in analyzing
the cognitive structure and other linguistic features of legal provisions in the Philippines.
The framework of the study was adapted from Bhatia’s (1993) model using the two
levels of genre analysis, which include the following: (1) analysis of lexico-grammatical
features such as the nominal structure, sentence length, complex prepositional phrases,
multinomial phrases, and syntactic discontinuities; (2) the interpretation of the cognitive
structure using the two-part moves, which consists of the Provisionary Clause and the
Qualifications Clause. The two-part cognitive structure illustrates how easily one can
find the essential elements of a legal provision, namely: case description, legal action,
and legal subject in Move 1, which is the Provisionary Clause; and its conditions in
Move 2, Qualifications. The Qualifications Move interacts with the Provisionary
Clause Move because 1t answers various possible questions that can be asked mn
different contexts. In addition, the two-part move structure, illustrates the complexity of
legal writing brought about by the modifications, nominalizations, and other
embeddings within a legal statement. Move 1 contains the main clause to describe the
case, while Move 2 provides various conditions through the embedded phrases that
qualify the directive.

In another study, Bhatia (1997) illustrated the application of genre-based
approach I teaching and learning in the Enghsh for Specific Purposes (ESP)
classroom. The study pointed out the significance of the communicative purpose as the
essential element of a genre. The author identified four areas of competence n a
genre-based approach to ESP, namely, (1) knowledge of the code; (2) acquisition of
genre knowledge; (3) sensitivity to cognitive structures; and (4) exploitation of generic
knowledge. As one of the examples in the study, a legal text was used to illustrate how
the genre-based approach may be used m a postgraduate program designed for
professionals from different nstitutions, who were not legal experts but required to be
able to read and mterpret legal documents in their particular fields. The participants in
the study were assumed to be linguistically competent; thus, ten to twelve hours of
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preparatory work were devoted to the following: (a) the identfication of lexico-
grammatical devices such as complex-prepositional phrases and qualificational
msertions that provide clarity, precision, unambiguity; and (b) binomial expressions
that make legal texts all-inclusive. There was also a discussion and application of “ the
notion of easification for specialist audience and simplification for the lay audience”
(Bhatia, 1997, p. 146). The easification and simplification procedures involved the use
of the cognitive structure of the legal text. The specific tasks included an analysis of the
text in  terms of the linguistic devices used, identification of the communicative
purpose, and simplification of the content of the text. The author pointed out that the
key element in the study was that “the learner does not learn language in isolation from
specialist contexts, but 1s encouraged to make the relevant connection between the use
of language on the one hand and the purpose of communication on the other, always
aware of the question, ‘why do members of the specialist discourse community use the
language n this way’?” (Bhatia, 1997, p. 149).

It may be observed that the foregoing studies did not include verbs as one of the
lexico-grammatical features that were analyzed. Quirk, Greenbaum, Leech, and Svatvik
(1985) aptly describe the significance of the noun phrase as multifunctional because it
can serve as any of the clause constituents except the verbal constituent. In the case of
legal provisions, the nominal embeddings often describe and clarify the conditions in a
statute.

On the other hand, the verb 1s often neglected i discussions and ivestigations
of the complexities n the use of language that may be typical of legal discourse. At the
discourse level, word order contributes to the current state of neglect; for example,
“when dividing the sentence, into a ‘theme’ and a ‘rheme’, the verb 1s usually regarded
as part of the rheme in which the noun phrase following it plays the highest degree of
‘communicative dynamism’, and thus, gets more prominence” (Mathesius, 1975, in Al-
Jarrah, 2009, p.2). However, this does not preclude the mmportance of verbs in
discourse. As Quirk et al. (1985) assert, “the verb element 1s the most 'central' element
i that (1) its position 1s normally medial rather than mitial or final; (1) 1t 1s normally
obligatory; (1) 1t cannot normally be moved to a different position in the clause; and
(v) 1t helps to determine what other elements must occur” (p. 213). Thus, despite the
relatively minimal occurrences of verbs in legal provisions, the verbs may reveal
mmportant features of legal provisions. An awareness of the use of verbs and how they
are categorized may help clarify the meaning of complex and lengthy clauses found in
legal provisions, a genre of legal discourse.

Al-Jarrah (2009), in a study of verbs in discourse, argues, “it is never unusual for
the verb to communicate the highest degree of communicative dynamism, and thus
occupies the focal position in the discourse” (p.2).

Foley (2003) emphasizes the notion that the verbal group 1s an “essential
element” (p.5) of the clause since its “presence or absence” (p.5) enables us to
recognize the clause, which 1s the most basic unit of a text. The clause “allows us to
begin to talk about how things exist, how things happen and how people feel in the
world around us” (Foley, 2003, p.5). In summary, the verbal group shows the
mteraction in a clause by connecting the constituents i a clause.

Burton-Roberts (1997) describes the Verb Group as a single constituent of the
Verb Phrase (predicate), which comprises the basic structure of a clause, together with
the other constituent, the Noun phrase (subject). The Verb Group consists of a lexical
verb and sometimes preceded by other verbs such as auxiliary verbs. The Verb Groups
may be further distinguished through the following sub-categories as identified by
Burton-Roberts (1997), namely: monotransitive, intransitive, ditransitive, Intensive,
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complex transitive, and prepositional. The sub-categorization of the Verb Groups is
further described in the following section.

Significance of the Study

Considering the significance of the verb in a clause, the study aims to examine
the occurrences of verbs m legal provisions as one of the lexico-grammatical features
that may enhance the description of this particular genre of legal discourse.

The study aims to provide the necessary knowledge that will explain and
simplify the reading and comprehension of legal provisions for the real estate
practitioner. The training and review program for the real estate practitioner includes
modules on the study of relevant legal provisions since laws on legal ownership,
contracts, and other related laws are essential in the real estate industry. The real estate
practitioners may be experts in their fields but not necessarily in law. Thus, there 1s a
need to provide a simplified method of understanding legal provisions in the ESP
classroom.

The present study expands the previous study of Gocheco (2007) on a genre-
based approach on analyzing legal provisions for real estate practiioners. A genre-based
approach in discourse analysis renders the needed “sensitivity to cognitive structures”
(Bhatia, p. 137) and the use of lexico-grammatical features that are distinct in a
particular type of discourse. To further describe and understand the relevant legal
provisions, this study analyzed another lexico-grammatical feature, the verbs and their
verb group categories in the corpus.

Methods

Corpus

A selection of fourteen Philippine legal provisions on property, ownership, and
other real estate related laws was compiled from Book II (Property, Ownership, and
ItsModifications) of the Philippine Civil Code.

Framework of Analysis

As 1ts operational definition in the study, Verb Group 1s defined as a constituent
of the Verb Phrase, as adopted from Burton-Roberts (1997). As the framework for the
analysis of the verb group, the sub-categorization of Burton-Roberts (1997) was used, as
shown in Table 1 below.

TESOL Journal, Vol. 4(1), June 2011, &l ISSN 2094-3938
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Table 1
A Summary of the Sub-categories of Verb Groups (Burton-Roberts, 1997:82-91)

Monotransitive - ‘[trans]’

A monotransitiveVgrp (Verb Group) 1s one which requires a single Noun Phrase to
complement it. The NP that complements a transitive verb 1s said to function as its
direct object.

Subject - Vgrp - direct object

S) (dO)
(1) Phil dreads affectionate cats.
S) Verp [trans] (dO)

Intransitive - ‘[intrans]’

An mtransitive Verp 1s one that does not require any further constituent to form a
complete predicate, a single-word verb can count not as a complete Vgrp.

Subject - Vgrp

S)
©) Omar sighed.
S Vgrp lintrans]

Ditransitive -‘[ditrans]’

A ditransitiveVgrp 1s one which requires two NPs as its complementation; the first
complement NP functions as the indirect object, the second NP functions as the direct
object.

Subject - Vgrp - indirect object - direct object

S) 10) (dO)
3) William 1s giving Goneril the bleach.
(S)  Vgrp [ditrans] 10) (dO)

It 1s important to note that the indirect object may be introduced by a preposition, thus
constituting a PP (prepositional phrase) in a position that follows a direct object.

Subject - Vgrp - direct object - to/for indirect object

(S) (dO) (i0)
(4) The staff have sent a message to the general.
S) Verp [ditrans] (dO) 10)

TESOL Journal, Vol. 4(1), June 2011, &l ISSN 2094-3938
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Cont. Table 1

Intensive - ‘[intens]’

Intensive Vgrps require a single complement, which can take the form of an
Adjective Phrase (AP), or a Noun Phrase (NP), or a Prepositional Phrase (PP).

Subject - Vegrp - subject-predicative

(S) (sP)

) Ed is rather extravagant. (AP)

6) Sigmund was an auctioneer. (NP)

(7) Oscar should be 1n the engine room. (PP)

Complex Transitive - ‘[complex]’

Complex transitive Vgrps take two complements: a direct object a (NP) and an object-
predicative, which can take the form of an AP, NP, or a PP. The following examples
are given with the direct object in italics and the predicative in bold. An important
feature 1 a complex transitive VP characterizes the direct object, not the subject, thus
the name ‘object-predicative’.

Subject - Vgrp - direct object - object-predicative

S) (dO) (oP)

8 Melvin found his own jokesextremely funny. (AP)
) They are making Ste/latheir spokesperson. (NP).

(10)  Liza has been putting the /iquorunder the bed. (PP)

Prepositional - [prep]
Subject - Vgrp - prepositional complement
(S (PC)

APrepositional Vgrp is one that requires a prepositional complement, PP (prepositional
phrase), as in the following example:

(I1)  Max glanced at the falling acrobat.
S) (PC)

The verbs were analyzed by mapping the occurrences of verbs within the verb
group categories as they occurred m the two-part move structure of legal provisions,
which mclude the Provisionary Clause and the Qualifications Clause. An example of
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