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Abstract 

This paper investigates the information-packaging structures of Tanzanian 

English in order to evaluate the universality of the given before new (GBN) 

principle. Since Halliday (1967) observed that familiar information tends to 

precede new information, GBN has been accepted as a ‘linguistic truism’ 

(Birner & Ward, 2006 p. 291) and rarely challenged. However, recent cross-

linguistic studies suggest that L2 learners of English prefer a new before given 

(NBG) structure (e.g. Park, 2011, p. 109), calling into question GBN’s 

universality. As a region where English largely functions as a second 

language, Tanzania is a worthy domain for further investigation of this kind. 

In this context, I analyse the personal columns category of the Tanzanian 

component of ICE-EA. I compare the frequency of GBN and NBG structures 

in this corpus category, evaluating the contexts in which these structures 

occur. My findings reveal that, although NBG is more prevalent in Tanzanian 

English than in standard British English, GBN remains a dominant feature in 

this English variety. The goal of this research is to use corpus-based methods 

to scrutinise the accuracy of this principle to describe non-standard varieties 

of English.  

 

Key words: Tanzanian English; Standard British English; Given Before New 

(GBN) principle; New Before Given (NBG) structure 
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Introduction 

 

This paper documents an investigation into the information-packaging structures of 

Tanzanian English, conducted using ICE-EA, which is the East-African component of the 

International Corpus of English. Compiled in the early 1990s, ICE-EA contains just over one 

million words of written and spoken language from Kenya and Tanzania; it is one of the only 

Tanzanian English language corpora in present circulation (Schmied & Hudson-Ettle, 1999). 

The recent emergence of new ICE-corpora has witnessed a surge of interest in grammatical 

variation across World Englishes, facilitating the scrutiny of generic assumptions about English 

syntax (Kortmann, 2006, p. 604).  

One idea that has recently been challenged is the assumption that all varieties of English 

follow Michael Halliday’s given before new principle (GBN). Though precise definitions of 

‘given’ and ‘new’ differ, GBN broadly posits that, in discourse situations, familiar knowledge 

normally precedes unfamiliar information (Halliday, 1967, p.213). Though some grammarians 

such as Birner & Ward (2006) assert that GBN is a ‘linguistic truism’ of all languages (p. 291), 

recent studies have found that Polish, Korean and Swahili may prefer a new before given 

structure (NBG) (Mithun, 1992; Park, 2011; Vitale, 1981). The question that arises, then, is 

whether language contact has any impact on the packaging structure of English varieties. 

In this context, I question the extent to which GBN is a feature of written Tanzanian 

English. Tanzania’s sociolinguistic situation, where English (GBN) and Swahili (NBG) co-

exist as joint official languages, marks out this variety for an investigation of this kind. 

Beginning with a brief review of the critical literature on GBN and on Tanzania’s unique 

language context, I outline the design, challenges and results of the corpus experiment. Each 

clause from the 20,125 word Tanzanian personal columns subsection of ICE-EA is considered 

for the alternation between NBG and GBN structures. Deviations from GBN are analysed in 

particular detail in terms of the effect on intelligibility and journalistic style. Therefore, a 

consideration of GBN’s prevalence in a non-standard English variety is here used as a vehicle 

to explore the pragmatic effects of this principle. The goal of this investigation is to use corpus-

based methods to test my working hypothesis that Tanzanian English exhibits a reduced 

preference for GBN than standard British English due to Swahili/English contact. In so doing, 

this paper hopes to pave the way for further research into the impact of language contact on the 

ordering of information in texts. 
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Definitions and scope: What is ‘given’? What is ‘new’? 

 

In the critical literature on information packaging, there is little theoretical consensus on 

the exact scope of the terms ‘given’ and ‘new’ (Halliday 1967, Ozón 2006). This section 

defines these terms for the purposes of the corpus-based study and highlights the results of 

major studies on GBN and NBG in English and other languages.  

The earliest reference to information packaging came from Halliday who broadly defined 

given information as any knowledge which is judged to be retrievable by the hearer or 

addressee, either ‘situationally or anaphorically’ (Halliday, 1967, p. 204). Conversely, new 

information is defined as any unfamiliar content. This distinction is illustrated in the following 

examples: 

 

(1) Mary paid Peter so he bought himself a chocolate bar 

   G                N 

(2) Sue was having a picnic. The beer was cold because that’s how she likes it. 

     N         G 

 

The use of the pronoun ‘he’ in (1) refers to the named individual Peter and would 

therefore be judged as anaphorically given. By contrast, ‘a chocolate bar’ constitutes previously 

unnamed information and is therefore syntactically new. ‘The beer’ is both situationally and 

anaphorically irretrievable and must, necessarily, be new. The principle of GBN states that 

English (like many other languages) is more likely to adopt a structure similar to (1) than (2)1. 

Whilst notional definitions of GBN and NBG remain uncontroversial, challenges arise 

when attempting to identify exact syntactic criteria for givenness and newness. The issue of 

scope remains problematic. Whilst Ozón’s (2006) and De Cuypere & Verbeke’s (2013) GBN 

investigations have been limited to a consideration of dative alternation in English (e.g. ‘I gave 

the book to Joe’ vs. ‘I gave Joe the book’), more experimental studies have worked with a 

significantly broader range of syntactic criteria. For instance, Di Tullio (2006) has named cleft-

construction as examples of NBG clauses (p.483). By contrast, Sityaev’s (2000) corpus-     

                                                           
1 Linguists disagree on the exact labels ascribed to givenness and newness, with some referring to ‘familiarity’ 

(Prince, 1981, p. 254) and others preferring ‘retrievability’ (Lambrecht, 1994, p. 84), however, these are relatively 

minor terminological differences. 
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based study distinguished between givenness and newness on the basis of different intonation 

patterns and word stress (p.285).  

Returning to examples (1) and (2), some general features of GBN and NBG clauses can 

be observed. For instance, it is clear that the identification of information as given and new 

only applies to noun phrases (NPs) in non-canonical clauses (Birner & Ward, 2006, p. 291; 

Ozón, 2006). For this reason, the sentence ‘Sue was having a picnic’ cannot be analysed as 

GBN or NBG, as its ‘subject + predicate structure’ constitutes a canonical clause (Ward & 

Birner, 2002). As my 20,125 word corpus sample must be analysed manually, it is preferable 

to work with a broader set of criteria from givenness and newness. These criteria include (but 

are not limited to): clefting, personal and demonstrative pronouns and dative alternation. For 

reasons outlined above, my investigation must exclude all canonical clauses where the 

alternation between given and new information is non-existent. 

It is only in the last decade that researchers have begun to use corpora to investigate the 

packaging structures of English language varieties, acknowledging GBN variation across 

World Englishes. However, neither Ozón’s (2006) study on GBN in British English, nor 

DeCuypere & Verbeke’s (2013) investigation on Indian English have offered an explanation 

for this phenomenon. The uniqueness of the present study lies in its foregrounding of language 

contact as a significant factor in influencing the word order of English language varieties. It is 

for this reason that my own study focuses on a variety of English that has emerged in close 

proximity to a known NBG language, Swahili. 

 

Tanzania: Language Situation, Context and Genre 

 

Just as there are various syntactic reasons to suggest that the NBG preference of Swahili 

has some effect on the structure of Tanzanian English, many sociolinguistic factors mark out 

this variety as interesting. In this section, I outline the sociolinguistic context of Tanzania, with 

a focus on the relationship between the country’s two official languages: Swahili and English. 

In section 3.2, I discuss the reasons behind my chosen corpus subsection: Tanzanian personal 

columns. 
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Tanzanian English and English in Tanzania   

English first came to Tanzania shortly after World War One, when the country was 

divided into two regions: Zanzibar and Tanganyika (Kipacha, 2006, p. 502). Whilst these 

regions were British colonies until 1964, the British governors did not side-line Swahili, and 

the language continued to thrive in churches, schools and in public administration (Schmied, 

2006, p. 190). Thus, Tanzanian English emerged in a different environment to other New 

Englishes in colonised countries (Platt et al., 1984, p. 17). Although the 1967 Tanzanian 

constitution explicitly names English and Swahili as joint official languages, their societal 

functions are very different. Marten (2006) points out that Swahili is the majority language of 

Tanzania’s 36 million inhabitants (p.502), whilst Schmied (2006) has called it the country’s 

‘true national language’ (p.191). English, on the other hand, serves a largely public role and is 

a clear marker of an individual’s education and social standing. Although Tanzania, Kenya and 

Uganda are often grouped together as ‘East African Englishes’, Tanzanians exhibit 

significantly reduced levels of English fluency in comparison to their Kenyan and Ugandan 

neighbours: just 5% of all Tanzanians identify as English language speakers (Schmied, 1991, 

p. 81). With this in mind, it would seem that the readership of the personal columns selected 

for my corpus study represents a very small (and privileged) section of Tanzanian society.   

Attitudes towards English in Tanzania vary significantly, and recent studies have 

recognised that the relationship between English and Swahili is not a harmonious one 

(Rubanza, 1995). This is due, in part, to language teaching in Tanzanian schools. It is a bizarre 

feature of the education system that the language of instruction in primary schools is Swahili 

whilst secondary schools teach exclusively in English. Moreover, only 10% of primary school 

graduates proceed to secondary school and just 2% of these ever attend university (Rubanza, 

1996, p. 84)2.  Many pro-Swahili campaigners have called for a change in these policies, 

arguing that Swahili and English should be taught together at all educational levels. It has been 

argued that the current system damagingly privileges English over Swahili, as its teaching at 

secondary and tertiary level is invariably reserved for the wealthiest children in society 

(Rubanza, 1996, p. 17)3. Nonetheless, it is important to remember that even for                          

                                                           
2 These startling statistics are broadly supported by evidence from the most recent Tanzanian Census (2012). 
3 As of February 2015, the Tanzanian government has announced a radical change to these policies. For the first 

time in the country’s history, Swahili will replace English as the sole medium of instruction in all Tanzanian 

primary and secondary schools. Although it is too early review the effects of this policy change, the announcement 

sparked significant national and international debate (Global Voices Online, 2015). 
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those Tanzanians privileged with an English education, the preferred medium of 

communication in non-institutional settings will normally be Swahili (Marten, 2006). 

 

Tanzanian Personal Columns 

Although only a tiny section of Tanzanian society would willingly read an English 

newspaper, it is worth remembering that this figure is considerably greater than the number 

who would hold an informal conversation in English.  Indeed, Schmied and Hudson-Ettle 

(2007) have pointed out that East African English newspapers carry significant linguistic 

influence over their readers (p.103). Personal columns are explicitly named in the ICE-EA 

manual as playing a prominent ‘social and linguistic role’ in Tanzanian society (Schmied & 

Hudson-Ettle, 1999, p. 18). From a social perspective, this is because the columnists are 

important public figures, exercising considerable influence in daily life. From a linguistic 

perspective, the significance lies in the frequent use of Swahili proverbs, which are very often 

left un-translated for the wide appeal of their readership. Unlike Kenya, which boasts eight 

daily English newspapers, Tanzania lays claim to just one: The Daily News (Schmied & 

Hudson-Ettle, p. 104).  

The data for my experiment are all drawn from a single newspaper, allowing my 

investigation to confidently draw a conclusion about Tanzanian personal columns as a whole, 

without the need to consider a particular newspaper’s house-style. 

 

Corpus Experiment 

 

This theoretical and contextual outline has highlighted the importance of my research 

question. In questioning the extent to which GBN is a feature of Tanzanian English, I am 

researching a variety that has emerged in a sociolinguistic setting that might be expected to 

prefer the NBG structure of Swahili. There is a clear gap in research of this kind and ICE-EA 

seems to be an appropriate corpus with which to carry out this investigation. The present section 

outlines the methodology, reviews the data and analyses the results from the corpus experiment. 
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Experiment Design 

In order to assess the extent to which GBN in Tanzanian English differs from British 

English, the methodology for this experiment draws heavily on Ozón’s (2006) study using ICE-

GB.  In this instance, Ozón’s findings are used as a baseline against which to measure 

deviations from British English in the Tanzanian English corpus. However, the specialist 

parsing and tagging software, ICE-CUP, that allowed Ozón to analyse language data from ICE-

GB is not yet available for ICE-EA. Instead my own analysis is manual and therefore draws on 

a subcorpus approximately fifty times smaller than Ozón’s (2006). The resulting experimental 

design implications are that Ozón’s data for British English and my own for Tanzanian English 

are not strictly comparable. Nonetheless, these issues are somewhat mitigated by the broader 

definitions for ‘givenness’ discussed in section 2. Table 1 draws on definitions from the critical 

literature to outline the criteria for tagging a clause in the corpus as ‘given’. 

 

Table 1: Instructions for tagging a clause in the corpus as ‘given’. 

 

 

Tag as Given Examples from ICE-EA 

The personal pronouns he, she and they. Only 

where the referent has explicitly been mentioned 

by name previously.  

Kibogoyo….he transformed me into  a  

chatterbox.      

(ICE-EA, W2E019T).  

The personal pronouns I and you. Assume that I 

refers to the columnist, and is therefore 

situationally given. Likewise, assume that you is 

also situationally given and is referring to the 

reader.  This does not apply to any quotations or 

idioms.  

I have quarreled with my stove. 

(ICE-EA, W2E011T). 

Repeated proper nouns, common nouns and 

other noun phrases.  

This guy had foresight…this guy is going to make 

business.  

(ICE-EA, W2E012T). 

The second part of a cleft construction. (i.e. the 

cleft part will always be tagged as ‘new).  

It’s the teachers who will pay.  

(ICE-EA, W2E020T) 
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It was decided that the simplest means of representing given and new information was to 

work with a colour-coded system. All given data was marked in pink and all new information 

was marked in green. The benefit of this system was that it was easy to see at a glance whether 

any significant clumping of GBN structures tends to occur, aiding the qualitative analysis of 

results. Unclear clauses were marked in yellow, including those in which Swahili words or 

proverbs were used. Figure 1 shows a small sample of the colour-coded analysis. For reasons 

already outlined in section 2, canonical clauses were excluded from the analysis, except in the 

case of canonical clauses that included one of the personal pronouns mentioned in Table 1.  

 

Figure 1: Sample colour-coded analysis, displaying given (green), new (pink) and unknown (yellow). 

 

The next stage was to sort through this tagged sample in order to tabulate the number of 

GBN, NBG and unclear clauses in each 2,000-word text. The results were then reorganized, 

taking into account the topic of the column. Finally, the clauses were considered in terms of 

different types of GBN and NBG structure, in order to ascertain the preferred packaging 

structures of Tanzanian English and in this particular genre. 

 



  
Papers from the 9th Lancaster University Postgraduate Conference in Linguistics & Language Teaching 2014 

 

 
 

78 
 

Exclusions 

Idioms, Swahili words and column headlines presented a particular challenge in my 

analysis and were ultimately excluded from the final results. This section will outline the issues 

posed by these three categories and the challenges involved in tagging them.  

Farsi (2013: 4) has noted that Swahili is a particularly idiom-rich language, so the 

presence of some Swahili proverbs or idiomatic expressions was unsurprising. Around forty 

translated Swahili proverbs were identified in the corpus sample, including the following 

examples that were repeated several times:  

 

(3) Fire is raging in this family.  (ICE-EA, W2E013T) 

(4) Havens of peace.                (ICE-EA, W2E011T) 

(5) His eyes betray untruthfulness. (ICE-EA, W2E015T) 

 

Although it was possible to ascertain the meaning of these idioms from reference books, 

tagging them was not straightforward. In an example like (3), the clause seems to behave as an 

NBG structure with ‘this family’ referring to anaphorically given information and ‘fire’ being 

new. However, from an idiomatic perspective, it seemed to make more sense to take the entire 

idiom as one unit, replicating the trend in some corpus tagging systems to ditto-tag entire 

phrases (Denison, 2007).  

The problem remained as to whether to treat this entire unit as given or new. Either choice 

would be problematic. Whilst it seems sensible to tag a unit as ‘given’ if it has not be mentioned 

before, it is important to consider the rationale behind a columnist’s choice to translate a 

popular Swahili proverb. By definition, an idiom is deducible not by an understanding of its 

individual parts but by a familiarity with its use as a whole. If given information is defined as 

anything which the speaker ‘assumes the addressee to know’, then it seems that idioms should 

always be tagged as ‘given’, particular those idioms which have been translated (see section 

2). Ultimately, idioms seemed to occupy a fuzzy position in the corpus sample, necessitating 

their exclusion from the results.  

Similar challenges arose when working with non-English lexis. Whilst ICE-corpora very 

often include non-English words, this poses a challenge to the tagging process. A significant 

number of Swahili words are included in the corpus-sample, as exemplified in (6) – (8). In 

keeping with ICE-EA conventions, Swahili words are italicised and tagged <ea/>.                             
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These examples have been translated using the OED and Awde’s (2000) Swahili-English 

dictionary.  

 

(6) we have a very quiet, <ea/>staarabu manner.  (ICE-EA, W2E020T) 

English: we have a very quiet, civilised manner. 

(7) here in the <ea/> Babaangu and <ea/> Mamaangu land. 

(ICE-EA, W2E010T) 

English: here in the father and motherland.  

(8) those chunks of <ea/> ugali and <ea/> ubwabwu dishes. 

  (ICE-EA, W2E100T)  

English: those chunks of maize and porridge dishes. 

 

It was difficult to determine whether these Swahili words should be treated as the 

absolute synonyms of their English counterparts. For instance, although it would be appealing 

to tag (7) as given following the mention of ‘fatherland’ a few lines earlier, this seems to be a 

slippery slope, potentially leading to every single synonym pair in the sample being tagged as 

given (e.g. raising the question as to whether ‘allies’ should be tagged as given because 

‘friends’ has already been mentioned). As with idioms, it seemed more sensible to exclude 

Swahili words in the first phase of corpus analysis.  

Column headlines were the last to be excluded. As the catchy, opening gambit of any 

newspaper column, a headline is rarely a full non-canonical clause. Issues arose when parts of 

the column made some reference to the headline in a way that could be interpreted as 

anaphorically given, although in general the knowledge was ‘new’. Attention-grabbing 

headlines such as ‘That parking business!’ use deictic markers in such a way that they seem to 

refer to experiences with which the reader is called upon to empathise. It is possible to read 

these as situationally given but overall this seemed to complicate my analysis. Therefore, 

although headlines are a key part of my chosen genre, excluding headlines from the analysis 

seemed the most reasonable course of action.  

 

The dataset  

After taking into account the exclusions outlined in section 4.2, the 20,125-word corpus 

sample yielded around 1,036 distinct clauses. Having excluded all canonical clauses, I was left 

with 747 clauses to analyse. Thirty individual columns by seven columnists were              
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included in my sample. Sociological information about the columnists is displayed in table 2. 

It was notable that all columnists were male and that most fell into the 40+age category4.  

Although the initial appeal of the personal columns was access to contextual information 

about the columnists, this proved irrelevant to the final analysis. The columnists were from 

such a limited range of backgrounds that comparisons were insignificant. The lack of 

sociolinguistic variation in the dataset shows just how unrepresentative my sample was of 

Tanzanian society as a whole. A wide range of register variation was represented in the data. 

Columns were written on an extremely broad range of topics, from politics to cookery, 

education to parking fines. 

 

Table 2: Contextual information about columnists (Source: ICE-EA Manual) 

Name Gender Age 

Muhudin Issa Michuzi Male 25+ 

John Waluye Male 41 

Henry Muhanika Male N/A 

Wilson Kaigarula Male 40 

Squint Eye N/A N/A 

Henry Muhanika – Darubini Male 40+ 

 

Results  

When the results were gathered and exclusions were taken into account it was 

unsurprising that 63% of constructions – a clear majority- were tagged as a GBN.  

Many different types of GBN structure were identified, including those which relied on 

both situational and anaphoric definitions of givenness. Examples included: 

 

(9) He definitely saw the opportunity.  

       G   N  (ICE-EA, W20E020T) 

  = anaphorically given. 

 

                                                           
4 As my data are now over twenty years old, it is worth noting that The Daily News now has three regular female 

columnists. If this corpus experiment were to be repeated with contemporary data, it is likely that this increased 

gender variation could impact on the results (The Daily News). 



  
Papers from the 9th Lancaster University Postgraduate Conference in Linguistics & Language Teaching 2014 

 

 
 

81 
 

(10) I instructed my brain.     

       G           N 

 = situationally given.   (ICE-EA, W2E0150T) 

 

The results are displayed in Table 3, whilst Figure 2 graphically displays the proportion 

of GBN, NBG and unclear clauses from the first phase of the experiment. Figures are correct 

to 1 decimal place. 

 

Table 3: Results from the analysis of the total 747 clauses. 

GBN NBG Unclear 

474 

=63% 

154 

= 21% 

119 

=16% 

 

Figure 2: Proportions of GBN, NBG and Unclear Clauses in the corpus sample 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

NBG structures accounted for over one-fifth of the corpus sample, as in the following 

example: 

 

(11) Ugly creatures and silly they seem to me.  (ICE-EA, W2E0150T) 

 

In (11), taken from a column describing the alcohol consumption of government officials, 

‘ugly creatures’ clearly places extra emphasis on the columnist’s judgement. The information 

could very easily be re-packaged with any of the following constructions: 

 

(11a) They seem to be ugly and silly creatures to me 

GBN

NBG

Unclear

GBN vs NBG vs Unclear Clauses in the 

Tanzanian Subsection of ICE-EA
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(11b) To me they seem to be ugly and silly creatures. 

 

The original example (11) is by no means unintelligible, but it does seem to display a 

certain journalistic flourish. It would seem from this case that flouting the GBN principle does 

not result in unintelligibility but it does shift the focus of the clause.  

A significant number of unclear cases arose in the corpus analysis, accounting for 16% 

of the total results. Many of these were the opening lines of the column, where deictic markers 

such as ‘this’ or ‘that’ seemed to indicate a sense of givenness, but the information was 

generally irretrievable, situationally and anaphorically. This is illustrated in the following use 

of the word ‘this’ as the opening of the column: 

 

(12) This was supposed to be a secret between me, I and myself (ICE-EA, W2E011T) 

 

Other unclear cases arose due to the journalistic tendency to replicate the colloquial style 

of general conversation.   

 

(13)  Should I take it from my country, my beloved country?  (ICE-EA, W2E012T) 

 

 

 

Example (13) raises the problem of repetition. It is unclear whether ‘my beloved country’ 

should be treated as a separate unit from ‘my country’ or if they should all be tagged as the 

same noun phrase. This sentence is conversational in its tone and would not be out of place in 

a sample of spoken language. As with the examples of NBG constructions, cases of repetition 

do not result in unintelligibility but instead serve as a stylistic marker of the columnist’s 

journalistic aptitude and their confidence in manipulating conventional packaging structures.  

Finding that GBN dominates Tanzanian English personal columns did not adequately 

address my research question. It was thus necessary to draw some comparison between 

Tanzanian English and British English to assess the extent to which Tanzanian English deviates 

from packaging norms. Taking into account methodological differences,                                 
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approximately 80% of ICE-GB was identified as GBN, in comparison to just 63% of my own 

sample from ICE-EA. This shows a reduced preference of 17% (Figure 3)5. 

 

Figure 3: Comparison between my own results and those of Ozón’s (2006) work with ICE-GB. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Elaboration: The role of language contact 

In order to test my hypothesis that Swahili/English contact is responsible for reduced 

GBN tendencies, it is necessary to return to the Swahili words in the sample. Although those 

clauses containing Swahili lexis were initially excluded from the analysis, it seemed important 

to ascertain their packaging structures in isolation from the rest of the sample. This was judged 

to be the only conclusive way of evaluating the role of language contact.  

In total, there are 144 Swahili words in the corpus, with many of these repeated several 

times over. Examples include: 

 

(14) The <ea/>babaangu and <ea/>mamaangus here were rumoured to have been planning it. 

    N                   G 

            (ICE-EA, W2E011T) 

  English: The mothers and fathers here were rumoured to have been planning it.  

 

Putting the problems of synonymy to one side, 90 clauses (62.5%), which contain Swahili 

words, exhibit an NBG structure whilst 54 (37.5%) are tagged as GBN.  

This is a stark comparison to the 21% NBG clauses in the entire sample. The results from 

the final stage of the experiment are displayed in Figure 4. The chart in Figure 5                      

                                                           
5 These calculations are based on Ozón’s (2006) observations that ‘the DO…shows a marked preference for new 

information (approximately 80%)’ in DOC constructions (p. 255).    

80%
63%

ICE-GB ICE-EA

What percentage of the sample is 

packaged as GBN?
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compares the packaging structures of the entire corpus sample to the results from the clauses 

containg just Swahili lexis.   

 

Figure 4: Comparison of GBN and NBG structures in clauses containing Swahili lexis. 

 

 

Given these significant differences, it is reasonable to suggest that language contact is at 

least partially responsible for the different packaging structures of Tanzanian English. 

However, it is impossible to conclusively prove whether other factors, such as the genre of 

personal columns and the high esteem of Swahili in Tanzanian society, also carry some 

influence. 

 

Figure 1: Chart showing that NBG is significantly more prevalent in those clauses containing Swahili lexis. 
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Conclusions and future research 

 

This paper began by questioning the extent to which GBN is a feature of written 

Tanzanian English. Generally, it would seem that GBN does dominate this variety supporting 

previous scholarship that has found that English varieties tend to prefer this packaging 

structure. On the question of whether Tanzanian English shows a reduced preference for GBN 

than British English, it would seem that the answer is a very tentative yes, but with some 

important caveats (see section 4.6). On the whole, I have argued that defining and delimiting 

the terms ‘given’ and ‘new’ so that they take into account shared, extra-linguistic knowledge 

as well as syntactic retrievability is essential. In this way, I prefer Quirk et al.’s (1985) use of 

the term ‘information processing’ as it places the onus on the addressee’s interpretation of 

knowledge; pragmatic considerations of how language is understood in context are key. In this 

case, working manually afforded me significant freedoms and allowed me to carefully refine 

the criteria for givenness and newness. Moreover, the challenging cases of idioms and 

headlines could be excluded with relative ease. On balance, the benefits of manual data analysis 

outweighed the difficulties.  

My investigation has concluded that language contact has a significant part to play in 

influencing the reduced preference for GBN in Tanzanian English, although I concede that this 

may be one of many factors. Future researchers may wish to apply the framework outlined in 

this experiment to a corpus sample of a different English variety. There is also potential to work 

with a different written section of ICE-EA, perhaps Kenyan personal columns, to evaluate the 

role of social factors such as higher English fluency and better education on packaging 

structures. So, whilst GBN is certainly not ‘a linguistic truism’ of all languages, it would seem 

that, in the case of Tanzanian personal columns, it remains a dominant feature.   

 

 

Caveats  

 

This paper has outlined the methodological difficulties of working with an untagged 

corpus. Without computer software to automatically judge what is retrievable and irretrievable, 

remaining consistent in the analysis was very challenging. My work with Tanzanian personal 

columns shows that NBG constructions very often mark out                                                                          



  
Papers from the 9th Lancaster University Postgraduate Conference in Linguistics & Language Teaching 2014 

 

 
 

86 
 

a columnist’s stylistic confidence instead of a lack of English competence. Indeed, it is 

impossible to separate my results from an awareness of the journalistic tendency to flout 

standard grammatical rules. For instance, Weir (2009) has identified the prevalence of subject-

dropping in headlines as one of many examples where newspapers, and other news sources, 

willingly break syntactic conventions. Indeed, it is possible that my results say less about 

language contact in Tanzania than they do about the packaging structures of newspaper 

columnists across English varieties. This poses a compelling counter-argument to my overall 

thesis. If Tanzanian personal columns show a reduced preference for GBN than British English, 

it could be suggested that the personal columns genre is the reason for this difference. However, 

taking into account the results shown in Figure 5, it would appear that Swahili lexis has a 

significant part to play in altering the packaging structures of a clause. Language contact seems 

to be a very likely explanation of these results.  

In spite of this, it must be made clear that my results are not easily transferable to other 

genres of written Tanzanian English, especially those which are free from the grammatical 

idiosyncrasies of journalism. My study does not provide a solution to this challenge of 

applicability and future researchers in this area should be aware of the socio-pragmatic norms 

that govern their chosen text type before attempting to replicate a study of this kind. 
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