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ABSTRACT: This study addresses two interrelated issues: first, the status of narratology, and second, the role of
language means in manifestation of the time concept in oral narrative discourse. The article focuses on the semantic,
morphological and syntactic means realizing the time concept in English oral narrative discourse. The authors offer their own
classification of temporal meanings characteristic of oral narrative discourse. The classification includes the following
temporal meanings: succession, priority, simultaneity, frequency / oneness, duration and time localization. The proportion of
the defined temporal meanings in the investigated narrative discourses has been quantified as well, proving that the biggest
layer of temporally coloured language items is formed by the temporal meaning of succession, while the rest of the meanings
form approximately equal layers. The main part of the study presents and analyses language manifestation of each of the
singled out temporal meanings in the oral narrative discourse. The study has also revealed a number of language units that can
express a few temporal connotations and thus are included into the language bulks representing different temporal meanings.
The authors come to affirming the complex nature of a linguistic signal and provide a detailed description how exactly a
temporal meaning is signalled at each language level in oral narrative discourse.

KEYWORDS: concept, narrative, discourse, time, temporality, temporal meaning.

1. Introduction
The study of personal identity, gender stereotypes, and even “the world” has been successfully
subjected to a cognitive orientation that views the human mind as the central and universal organizer of
information, or the place where information about self and the world is centrally organized (Carreiras,
2010, David et. al., 2004, Evans and Green, 2006, Fauconnier, 2004, Wierzbicka, 2006, etc.). As Malouf
writes: “It is all very well to regard language as simply “a means of communication”. It may be that for
poor handlers of a language and for those to whom it is new and unfamiliar, who use it only for the
most basic exchanges. But for most of us it is also a machine for thinking, for feeling; and what can be
thought and felt in one language – the sensibility it embodies, the range of phenomena it can take in,
the activities of mind as well as the objects and sensations it can deal with – is different, both in quality
and kind, from one language to the next” (Malouf, 2003, p. 44). In the field of cognitive linguistics,
scholars, such as Lakoff (1982), Johnson (2014), Langacker and Ronald (1987), Talmy (2000), Herman
(2011), have explored ways in which the structure of language is grounded in embodied human
experience. One of the problems that cognitive linguistics is trying to overcome is the identification of
language means that express certain meaning in discourse as the exchange of referentially denoted
information, the way it is represented in the individual mind, encoded by semiotic means, and
subsequently encoded by the interlocutor. Conceptualizing pieces of reality has become the centre of
attention for such linguists as Arutyunova (1988), Bowerman and Levinson (1998), Bulygina and
Shmelev (1997), Dem`yankov (2005), Frumkina (1991), Kolegaeva (2018), Kubryakova (2005), Medin
and Smith (1984), Stepanov (1991), Trask (1999), and others. The concept as a linguistic term helps to
distinguish and study mental objects that represent units which express our conception of the world and
create a schematic image of the word, making the model of consciousness accessible to perception.
Lacoff operates with such concepts as cognitive models and mental spaces structured by them, which
are a certain field of conceptualization of ideas. Within its framework situations are recognized: the
past, the present and the future, as well as the construction of hypothetical situations and the
interpretation of abstract categories. Mental spaces have a purely cognitive status and are absent beyond
thought (Lakoff, 1982). Another linguistic area that has become the focus of the present study is
narratology. Contemporary cognitive linguists hold the view that cognitive processes can be lodged not
just in storytellers’ reports about their own or others’ utterances, and experiences, but also in modes of
narration (individual or shared, retrospective, embedded, etc.), types of perspective (internal or external
to the storyworld, stationary or dynamic, fine- or coarse-grained, etc.), and language patterns for
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situating narrated situations and events in space and time. Narrative discourse has been chosen an object
for this research, as all the linguists who take interest in it (Genette, 1980, Gil`, 2000, Labov, 1972,
Longacre, 1974, Robinson, 1981, Ryan, 1991, Schiffrin, 1981, etc.) accentuate temporality as one of its
invariant characteristics.
2. Methodology
The subject matter of the study is English-language oral narrative discourse and the scope of
the study is language manifestation of temporal meanings in English-language oral narrative discourse.
The major aim of this study is to define the role of semantic, morphological and syntactic means
in the realization of the time concept in oral narrative discourse. There is also a need to devise a
classification of temporal meanings comprising oral narrative structure. The material under analysis is
represented by oral narrative discourses on routine topics that last altogether 90 minutes, offered for
listening purposes in the textbook “What a story!” (Underwood, Oxford University Press, 2002). Since
the textbook does not offer a tapescript, we have worded all the narratives for the analysis. All the
analyzed narrative discourses are personal stories that tell about some peculiar events, experienced by
the speakers. The linguistic analysis of the selected data has been based on the application of general
scientific methods, namely: the methods of synthesis and analysis that promoted the holistic research
into narrative discourse; the method of observation that enabled the identification of the peculiar
characteristics of the investigated data; the descriptive method that was helpful in establishing the
variant and invariant characteristics of the data; special linguistic methods, namely: the contextualinterpretational method was used to find out the events’ order and their significance for the narrator, to
identify the narrators’ and the interlocutors’ roles; the cognitive discourse analysis was used to describe
temporal characteristics of narrative discourses.
3. Narrative discourse: definition and temporal function
Despite the voluminous history of the research of narrative discourse, it is still an ambiguous
notion. During the last decades the study of narrative moved away from what focused primarily on
literary texts – such as Genette's Narrative Discourse and Bal's Narratology, and moved towards oral
narratives in real-life communication.
For Genette (1980) the word narrative has three distinct meanings. It refers to:
“the narrative statement, the oral or written discourse that undertakes to tell of an event
or a series of events;
the succession of events, real of fictitious that are the subjects of this discourse, and
their several relations of linking, oppositions, repetition, etc.;
the event that consists of someone recounting something: the act of narrating taken in
itself” (Genette, 1980, pp. 25–26).
Bamberg views narratives as primary territories where co-conversationalists seek and find ways
to mitigate the interactive trouble and fashion a portrayal of themselves in ways that are interactively
useful. He also points out that participants in interactions constantly adjust their actions to what is
created ‘in the moment’. As Bamberg (2008) notes, actual talk-in-interaction as well as narratives-ininteraction become applications and deviations, all the way up to ‘distortions’ of what the ‘actual’ mind
is able to accomplish. Therefore, the empirical domain to conduct this type of research can no longer
be a description of the everyday, of talk, and of narratives-in-interaction, the way they are negotiated in
daily routines. According to Longacre (1974), the narrative covers the telling of a story and is
distinguished from other discourse genres in the following ways: narrative discourse is usually in the
first or third person, narrative discourse is actor-oriented, narrative discourse encodes accomplished
time, and chronological linkage is necessary; narrative is also distinct from other genres because of plot.
We suggest the following definition of narrative discourse: a kind of everyday communication, eventdriven, comprising actions arranged in a certain time and place, presented in chronological or other
order, designated, but tailored to a particular addressee and the communicative purposes the narrator
pursues. Recent theoretical developments have revealed that the narrative not only represents but also
enacts or exemplifies how cognitive processes are anchored in collaborative discourse processes – how
the mind is grounded in the participants’ relations with one another and with their surrounding social
and material environment (Herman, 2011, Jahn, 2005, Polanyi, 2008). Narratology has been working
towards distinguishing a comprehensive storytelling structure and functions of narrative events (Labov,
1972, Polanyi, 2008, Robinson, 1981). Longacre insists that the audience expects the narrator to tell
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something which is interesting and has a reason to be told. It should also be able to make judgements
and evaluate what is being reported. If the narrative is complete, the audience is able to sense its
completion (Longacre, 1974). Robinson (1981) makes the point that routine or familiar activities, such
as going shopping, watching television, or making a telephone call, would not be reportable as
narratives unless there were some untoward element in the activity, for example, having one’s wallet
stolen in the department store. Events must be “remarkable” in order to succeed as personal narratives.
The componential structure of the oral narrative discourse, offered by Labov as long ago as in
1972, still remains the most convincing. Labov states that the oral narrative normally has a six-part
structure, known as diamond-shaped model which includes: 1) abstract, 2) orientation, 3) complicating
action, 4) evaluation, 5) result or resolution, 6) coda. Before recounting the story proper narrators
generally provide short (usually one or two sentence) summary of the story, which he calls abstract.
Then they identify in some way the time, place, persons, and their activity or situation (orientation).
After that the speaker tells the events themselves – this is the main part, it is called complicating action
and result. Recounting the story, speakers often evaluate them (evaluation). And finally the listener is
returned to the time of speech with a phrase like “And that was that” or “And I don’t know what
happened to him afterwards” (coda) (Labov, 1972). It has been long reported that narrative discourses
have distinctive language features. Biber (1992) associates the following features with the ‘narrative
style’: verbs in the past tense and perfect aspect, third person pronouns, verbs of communication (such
as tell, speak, report, admit), present participial clauses, synthetic negation, infrequent occurrence of
present tense verbs and attributive adjectives, deictic forms to narratives (‘there’, ‘then’, ‘they’, etc.).
Most researchers associate narratives with first person pronouns, activity verbs, the progressive aspect,
as well as adverbial modifiers with a temporal meaning (for example, ‘since’, ‘while’) as typical
markers of narration (Jahn, 2005, Herman, 2011, Labov, 1972, Schiffrin, 1981). Most of these features
refer to time and have to be accounted for. It is with the feeling of this need that these brief studies
have been prepared.
4. Language explication of the concept of time in oral narrative discourse
Narratologists insist that there is a temporal order in narrative texts (Schiffrin, 1981, Wolfson,
1982, Polanyi, 2008). The temporal function of the narrative discourse is seen as its ability to express
time, to highlight certain moments, to provide the connection between them, to determine the
significance of temporal succession, to provide the reasons for the result, to determine the meaning of
time. The time of the story can be reported in various ways, according to the intentions of the narrator.
It is the narrator's choice to emphasize particular events, expand them or background according to their
significance to the story. Callaway and Lester (2002) claim that in every narrative, there are a number
of underlying “facts” that constitute the demonstrable states and activities that occur in the story and
the objects and properties involved in those states and activities. Additionally, there are a number of
decisions made by the author as to which facts should be mentioned first (or even whether they should
be mentioned at all, as in a mystery) and what style considerations should be involved in realizing the
actual text. In every narrative an author also makes choices about which elements should be mentioned
first, which second, and so on. What is meant here is not that one event occurred temporally before or
after another event (logical ordering), or that the story occurred in the past relative to the narrator
(chronological ordering), but rather the presentational ordering: that a specific event or state was
mentioned by the author before or after the author decided to mention another particular state or event.
They term this strict linear sequence the narrative stream, which represents the presentational ordering
of the facts (Callaway and Lester, 2002, pp. 215–216). Genette calls the discordance between the
narrative sequence and the temporal order anachrony. He says that “pinpointing and measuring the
narrative's anachronies implicitly assumes the existence of a kind of zero degree that would be a
condition of perfect temporal correspondence between story and narrative” (Genette, 1980, pp. 36).
The temporal function of narrative discourse becomes realized in markers of particular points
in a narrative chain of events, the correlation among them, the anticipated ending, partially presupposed
by the beginning of the story. Thus, the narrative is based on events, evolving in time. An event is made
of different actions, each expressed by a verb used in a certain grammar tense. The temporal
organization of narrative events determines the choice of language means. Temporality is expressed by:
1) subordinate conjunctions; 2) adverbs of time; 3) verbs of physical action; 4) nouns that have temporal
meaning with / without a preposition; 5) adjectives that have temporal meaning (Bulygina and Shmelev,
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1997, Stepanov, 1991, Wierzbicka, 2006). The morphological tenses determine time with reference to
the time point of the act of speech. Both the subject and the object of the verb can have temporal
meaning in their semantics and can be specified attributively. Strictly speaking, solely adverbial
characteristic can specify the temporal aspect of the verb (namely, an adverbial of time), however, the
temporal colouring of the whole utterance is caused by the interaction of various components of the
time cluster. Time becomes explicit in the lexical semantics of certain words. Words, word units and
clauses are bearers of temporal seme. In the investigated data a number of words (verbs, nouns,
adjectives, numerals, adverbs) that have temporal meaning in their semantic structure have been
registered. “Lexical time” is seen as words that are defined as having temporal seme in their structure.
These words can be differentiated from the point of view of the quantity of temporal component into
those that directly mean time (time, today, yesterday, hour, year, then, last, etc.), and the words, in the
lexical semantics of which temporal meaning is expressed syncretically, together with other semes (to
wait, to plan, to be late, to hurry, quick, ancient, old-fashioned, etc.). The words that have temporal
seme in the structure of their lexical meaning, include ordinal numerals first, second, third, etc.,
adjectives last, previous, next, further, necessary, nouns time, event, memory, experience. Future
segment is represented by the verbs want, wish, plan, decide, adjectives “next, further, necessary”,
nouns “intention, plan”. Past segment is represented by the verbs remember, forget, recollect, originate,
nouns memory, experience, adjectives last, previous, old, ancient. Present segment is represented by
the adverbs now, today. The significant lexical means that embody temporality in narrative discourse
are the verbs of action semantics, as well as static-dynamic semantics, i.e. verbs of physical action,
verbs of movement, change-of-state verbs, verbs of speech and cognition. At the syntactic level
temporality is manifested by adverbial groups of time and manner, patterns with homogeneous
predicates (expressed by verbs of physical action), chain succession of compound and complex
sentences.
5. The classification of temporal meanings characteristic of oral narrative discourse
We suggest that the semantics of temporality is represented by the following temporal
meanings: succession, priority, simultaneity, frequency / oneness, duration and time localization.
The quantitative presentation of the defined temporal meanings in the investigated data has
proved to be different (see Table 1).
Table 1
The proportion of temporal meanings in narrative discourse

Temporal
meaning
Usage rate,
%

succession

priority

simultaneity

frequency
/ oneness

duration

time
localization

58.2

6.7

8.0

10.1

9.0

8.0

As the table shows, the biggest layer of temporally coloured language items is formed by the
temporal meaning of succession (58.2%); language manifestation of the rest of the meanings forms
approximately equal layers (from 10.1% for frequency / oneness to 6.7% for priority). The temporal
meaning of succession implies chronological arrangement of all the actions. It is observed in all the
structural parts of narrative discourse: abstract, orientation, complicating action, result, evaluation and
coda.
Succession becomes explicit by means of a certain variation on the Past Indefinite Tense, called
The Past Narrative Tense, which expresses a number of semes:
a)
reference of the action to the past;
b)
oneness of the action;
c)
localization of the action in time.
Here is a sentence to illustrate the use of the Past narrative Tense to express the outlined semes:
So I waited until I thought everyone had gone to bed, put on some clothes and went out into
the fields near where I lived… with this Mars Bar… and buried it in a field, sort of destroying the
evidence, you might say.
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As the provided example shows, throughout the narrative, the narrator uses verbs and participles
associated with motion, the so-called verbs of physical action (waited, had gone, put on, went out,
buried, destroying) to trace their actions, and also to correlate them with their emotional response to the
narrated events.Apart from past tenses, present tenses sometimes occur in the narrative and not only for
direct speech or asides. As Wolfson claims (1982), though narratives can be and often are told
completely in the in past, the use of the present tense to refer to the past events is a feature of narrative,
both oral and written, which occurs in many languages. This kind of Present Tense is called Historical.
The use of a present tense in the context of a narrative must be seen as a way of placing the important
events of the story in the same time orientation, as the telling, thus making the story more dramatic.
At the syntactic level the temporal meaning of succession is manifested by enumeration patterns
made by simple extended and compound clauses. These patterns have a number of verbs of physical
action in the form of Past Indefinite, as well as adverbs and noun+preposition collocations used as
adverbials of time (then, suddenly, immediately, finally, eventually, the next morning, two hours later,
after that, all of a sudden). Moreover, subordinate clauses of time with the conjunctions when, after are
common. In narrative discourse the temporal meaning of priority is expressed by numeral+noun
collocations with the adverb “ago” used as adverbials of time and subordinate clauses of time in which
verbs of physical action are used in the Past Perfect tense. The retrospective function of The Past Perfect
tense is seen in creating various associative bonds and overlapping various time layouts. Here are a few
sentences to demonstrate it:

And I discovered later that what had happened was that the parents of the boy, who’d
died, had come early that morning and taken his body away to their village to bury him there.

I was a bit – I was all right later on after I’d had a couple of brandies erm, but it only
really came home to me what had happened at that point.

Moreover, the adverbs “already, yet, just” frequently accompany the predicates in the
Past perfect and intensify the meaning of priority, e.g.:

And the Irish chap, who’d just wiped it out of his eyes and a little bit out of his hair,
was suddenly completely covered again with a double layer.

So I went into his room… and … he’d gone off already, he’d gone shopping, in fact.
At the lexical level, priority becomes explicit by the verbs remember, forget, recollect,
originate, nouns memory, experience, the adjectives last, previous, that are characteristic of the meaning
of temporal priority in their semantic structure, e.g.:

I remember the bus turning over two or three times and of grabbing hold of a handle
and eventually the bus came to rest upside down.

This really originates from a friend. Mm… when I was a student of a university, and
this guy…

I think it’s rather a unique experience, actually. I was in New York a few years ago and
I wanted to read a particular poem, so I went along to the public library.
As for the correlation of the temporal meanings and the structural parts of narrative discourse,
the meaning of priority is primarily observed in orientation, as can be seen in the last two of the given
above examples.
The main syntactic device used in narrative discourse to express simultaneity is subordinate
clauses of time with conjunctions “when, as”, in which actions both of the main and subordinate clauses
occupy one and the same point on time axis. Thus, both of them usually have predicates used in the
same grammar tense, e.g.:

You know, you remember when I first went to Italy, I had some terrible bad luck.

Anyway, while the two were getting the money, the one at the door started swearing at
them, telling them to hurry up, to get a move on.
To express simultaneity, nouns denoting time segments, such as point, moment, point, are used
along with the words that, particular, the same forming adverbials of time, e.g.:

At the same moment the guard, I mean the bank guard, and that chap outside who has
a machine gun, came flying through the door and lay face down on the floor and following him through
the door were three masked men, which was absolutely terrifying.

So at this particular point they were stopped and the coffin was opened and they were
all arrested.
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And then later I heard the same bulletin and it said “BA flight to Brussels” and at that
point I panicked.
The temporal meaning of duration is manifested by the Past Continuous tense, the adverbs of
duration “briefly, long, slowly, rapidly, gradually, constantly, lately, recently” and collocations like “all
night, months and months, all the time, for a long time, by the third day, in those days, from that
moment”, used as adverbials of time or manner, as the following examples demonstrate:

And… I was just going to come on leave to England, you see, and, obviously, it was…
it was quite a long leave, you know, I was coming for three months, I think, it was.

So we started operating the system, and it was a sort of, you know, we won a bit, we
lost a bit, it went on for a long time.

Well, I worked there for a couple of years more, and when I was finally leaving after
two years, I was throwing out lots and lots of things: like magazines, books and so on.
Besides, the verbs “last, continue, wait”, verb patterns “keep doing”, “go on doing”, nouns
“time, period, stay” and adjectives “long, slow”, participles “lasting, extended” are used. The idea of
negative duration is highlighted by the adjectives with negative connotation like “tedious, tiring,
tiresome, tired, exhausting, weary”. The following narrative sentence exemplifies the use of the verb
patterns “keep doing”, the adjective “tired”, as well as the adverbial “on my fourth day”:
I was getting a bit tired by this time and kept telling the family “I wouldn’t really go skiing”
on my fourth day.
Moving on to the next temporal meaning, it should be mentioned first that Genette differentiates
among singulative narrative (narrating once what happened once), repeating narrative (recounting
more than once what happened once), and iterative narrative (relating one time what happened several
times). At this point, we are interested in singulative actions, i.e. one-off actions reported by storytellers,
seen in contrast to repeated events, viewed as typical, routine for the storyteller. In this sense, we
differentiate temporal meanings of frequency and oneness presented in narrative discourse. The
temporal meaning of frequency is manifested by the morphological tense Past Indefinite, while the
temporal meaning of oneness is manifested by Present Indefinite. Apart from the Past Indefinite tense,
the temporal meaning of frequency can be expressed by the Present Indefinite Perspective, the Future
Indefinite, or the Present Continuous tenses. These forms foreground the idea of repeatedness, they
highlight the idea that some action was customary for the narrator, as it is in the following example:
And you start off and you have to be able to bump up over the end of the plank and then you
hurry along this very narrow plank over about fifty foot drop into er… muddy water. And it sags
towards, as you get to the middle, and then when you start coming off or towards the other end it flips.
As the actions expressed by the Present Indefinite are not localized in time, are repeated, have
generalizing meaning, nor do they move the action forward, they are neutral in terms of temporality.
They qualify the actions of the narrator and other participants of the story and gain emotional character.
Frequency becomes explicit by the adverbs of frequency “always, never, ever, sometimes,
again” and noun collocations with the pronoun “every, that, those” (every week, in those days, at that
time), used as adverbials of time. Oneness becomes explicit by the adverb of frequency “once” and
noun collocations with the pronoun “that” (on that day), or the adjective “particular” (on that particular
morning), or the ordinal numerals (on the third day), used as adverbials of time. For oneness, the verb
patterns “used to, to be used to” are used, while frequency is framed with the adjectives “only, unusual,
unique”. Time localization gets manifested by noun+preposition collocations with the prepositions “at,
on, in” that identify a particular moment of time (at 10 o’clock, at the weekend, at Christmas, on
Monday, in March of 2001), noun collocations “on the way (somewhere)”, impersonal sentences
denoting the time of action (It was about midnight), and the adverbs of time “now, then”. Throughout
narrative discourse, time localization is more customary for such structural parts, as orientation and
complicating action. In the latter time localization marks the beginning of a new action or event. To
illustrate, in the following episode from narrative discourse the adverbial group in June of last year is
used in the orientation (which presents the time and place of the story) and the adverbial group on the
Sunday belongs to the complicating action and opens a sequence of events:
Where were you going?
Well, I wasn’t going anywhere. In fact, it was my husband, who works for a computer
company and he was going on a business trip to Brussels. That was in June of last year. And… on the
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Sunday he went to the airport, in fact, I drove him with my small daughter, who was eighteen months
old.
The observation upon lexical and grammar means realizing time concept has proved that in
some cases one and the same language unit can express a number of temporal connotations, e.g. the
verb pattern “keep doing” manifests both the seme of frequency and the seme of duration, while the
adverb “then” can express both priority and succession:

Then the telephone rang again and I picked up the receiver and it was my husband’s
father (succession).

And we were given a nice lunch and then taken up to the shop, and I rearranged for
the lessons and I started the beginners’ class (succession).

There weren’t any casinos in England then (priority).

And she told me what I thought then was rather an appalling story (priority).
In the first two of the given above narrative sentences the adverb then expresses the temporal
meaning of succession, while in the third and fourth sentences it expresses priority.
6. Discussion and conclusion
The present study has been focused on the language representation of the time concept in
English oral narrative discourse. A definition of narrative discourse has been offered. It has been proved
that narrative production involves language manifestation of the concept of time seen as narrative’s
invariant characteristic feature. The result of the analysis is a detailed description of how exactly a
temporal meaning is signalled at each language level in oral narrative discourse. The study revealed a
number of words that have temporal seme in the structure of their lexical meaning, such as the verbs of
action semantics. The carried out exploration of the syntactic level has shown that temporality is
manifested by adverbial groups of time and manner, patterns with homogeneous predicates (expressed
by verbs of action semantics), chain succession of compound and complex sentences. Moreover, a
classification of temporal meanings characteristic of narrative discourse has been offered. The
classification includes the following temporal meanings: succession, priority, simultaneity, frequency /
oneness, duration and time localization. The analysis of the proportion of the defined temporal meanings
in investigated narrative discourses has been carried out as well, proving that the biggest layer of
temporally coloured language items is formed by the temporal meaning of succession, while the rest of
the meanings form approximately equal layers. The main part of the study presents and analyses
language manifestation of each of the singled out temporal meanings in oral narrative discourse.Another
important finding is the identification of language units that can express a few temporal connotations
and thus are included into the language bulks representing different temporal meanings. It is hoped that
these studies will prove a complex cognitive nature of a linguistic signal. Uncovering language means
of temporality in oral narrative discourse enabled disclosing its semiotic potential.
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