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Abstract 

Being a means of political communication for political influence and gains, language is 

manoeuvred by government and its functionaries. And of course, since grammatical form 

serves also as a meaning-making resource, it is expected that its use be evaluated to 

ascertain its role in determining political influence and outcomes. The temporal themes as 

foregrounded in the clause structure of President Buhari’s 2019 democracy day speech is 

evaluated in this work with an application of textual meaning analysis and Levinson’s 

(2000) postulation on Generalised Conversational Implicature, to understand the 

implications of the use of such clause structures in the message conveyed in the text. It is 

deduced that indeed the temporal themes employed are granted the role of prominence to 

control and guide the audience to specific times referred in order to remind of the 

President’s achievements, his perceived failures of previous government, the present 

efforts and the expected gains of his administration. The implication of the thematisation 

of the temporal element instead of the usual structural patterns of an English declarative 

clause sets to influence the audience toward recognising the achievements within 

timelines. 
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Introduction 

Language use is a part of human affairs and politics. Put differently, the political 

landscape is one domain in which language behaviour affects outcomes. A prerequisite 

for every political system, language manipulation or rhetoric (persuasive communication) 
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occurs in government, among its functionaries and the public for achievable and 

realisable governmental objectives. O’Barr acknowledges that language use is a part of 

government: “A verbal communication system of some sort is associated with every 

system of which we would call government” (1976: p. 4). Interestingly, language is being 

used beyond its fundamental function of communication to pursue aims of influence, 

motivation, conviction, coercion, dissuasion, brainwashing, and other inherent desires of 

man. It is a tool for abusing and disabusing the minds of individuals towards the views 

and opinions of power wielders. As a means of political communication, language has 

come to be employed by the political elite for political manoeuvres, diplomacy and 

influence.  

Studies in pragmatics, discourse analysis, sociolinguistics and other related areas 

of applied linguistics have convincingly explained that words and their meanings are best 

explored and understood when weighed against the backdrop of the writer’s intentions in 

the different contexts in which they occur. Similarly, though from an entirely different 

dimension, it can be said that besides just the words, their syntagmatic arrangement – 

syntactic structures take their forms from writers’ choices and intended meanings to 

achieve personal purposes. This has been the stance of functional grammarians who have 

argued that grammatical forms take their shapes from speakers’ choices directed towards 

some communication intentions – political, religious, social, etc.  

Evaluating the political use of grammatical forms, this work sets to identify and 

analyse marked temporal themes in the clausal structures in President Muhammadu 

Buhari’s Democracy Day Speech of 2019. The study aims to reveal the implications of 

his deployment of such peculiar structures against their unmarked forms. The said speech 

was delivered on 12th June, 2019, which was the first time Nigeria was celebrating its 

democracy day usually celebrated before then on the 29th of May annually. It was 

declared the previous year by the President to have this national public holiday marked to 

commemorate the June 12, 1993 election of MKO Abiola which was however cancelled 

by the Ibrahim Babangida-led military government. Special also about this speech is that 
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it serves both as a Democracy Day Speech and an Inaugural Speech of the President after 

his re-election in 2019. 

Theoretical Clarification 

Halliday and Matthiessen’s (2014) ideology of functional grammar guides the 

evaluation of the data and conclusions for this work. The core of their postulation is the 

belief that clausal structures are construed to represent a message, an experience and an 

exchange. These three lines of meaning are captured in syntactic structures at the clausal 

level therefore depicting the clausal structure itself as a meaning making resource 

embedding three lines of meaning at the same time, namely: ideational, experiential and 

textual meaning. This study employs the tools for textual meaning evaluation to unravel 

the message embedded in some specific clauses explicitly foregrounded in the President’s 

2019 Democracy Day Speech and at the same time bringing in Levinson’s (2000) 

framework of Generalised Conversational Implicature to find the implicated usage of 

such peculiar clauses. For better understanding and/or emphasis, it has become 

imperative to explore the following concepts associated with the two theories. 

Theme-Rheme Structure 

Seen as a quantum of information, an exploration of the thematic structure of 

clausal syntactic patterns in the flow of a given discourse sets consideration on the 

Theme-Rheme structure of the clause to decipher the functionality of such structure in the 

message portrayed. Here, a clause is perceived to be made of two parts each having a 

distinct status which plays a crucial role in the information depicted by the clause when 

combined with the other part. The Theme part which usually occupies the initial position 

of an English clause is considered to be of thematic prominence and is deliberately 

chosen by the speaker/writer while the remaining constituents of the clause after the 

Theme is termed the Rheme known to be of a thematic non-prominence (Halliday and 

Matthiessen, 2014: p. 89). 

The point of departure of the clause is the Theme which usually is the first 

constituent: a part a writer opts to focus on or draws audience attention to; the Rheme on 
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the other hand has the status of news. It is that part which gives the information (news) 

about the Theme. While the first element in a clause is considered the Theme, 

“everything that is not theme is considered the Rheme” (Forey and Sampson, 2017: p. 

132). As such, for example, in the clause ‘The man killed the big bear’, the noun phrase 

‘The man’ is the Theme while ‘killed the big bear’ is the Rheme. It is to be noted that the 

Rheme part of the clause gives information about the Theme part. Such syntactic 

structure is perceived to be deliberately chosen by the speaker/writer. By placing the 

noun phrase ‘The man’ as the initial element of the clause implies that the speaker desires 

to give news about the man. 

 

Unmarked and Marked Themes 

A clausal structure is considered marked when it shifts from the typical pattern it 

is elementarily known to follow. In the words of Matthiessen, Teruya and Lam (2010: p. 

135), “The marked theme is typically marked in a number of related ways: (1) it has an 

overt realization, (2) it is significantly less frequent (in terms of probability, 0.1 as 

opposed to 0.9 for the unmarked term), and (3) it is only selected if it is motivated “from 

above” by a good reason”. The mood of a clause typically determines what features as the 

theme of an English clause. 

Fundamentally, the theme of a declarative clause is conflated with a nominal 

group functioning as subject (considered unmarked) but when a group other than the 

subject of the clause (e.g. adjuncts, complements, etc.) features as the Theme for reasons 

preferred by a writer, such a Theme is regarded as marked. While the basic Theme for 

Wh-interrogative clauses could be nominal, adverbial, prepositional group beginning 

with a wh-element, that of a Yes or No interrogative normally has its first word as a finite 

operator of a verbal group and a nominal group functioning as subject. In imperative 

clauses what typically takes the Theme position is a predicator but with negative 

imperatives the unmarked theme is usually ‘don’t’ followed by a subject or predicator; 

when the imperative clause involves a ‘you and me’ individual it usually takes ‘lets’ as its 
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unmarked Theme. Similarly, the unmarked Themes for exclamatory clauses are typically 

nominal group and adverbial group functioning as exclamatory usually beginning with a 

wh-element. Every other use besides the fundamental pattern is marked (Halliday and 

Matthiessen, 2014; Matthiessen, 2004; Teruya, 2007). 

 

Topical, Textual and Interpersonal Themes 

The frequently occurring pattern of the English clause is that an experiential 

element (participant, circumstance and process) occupies the Theme position with a 

nominal group functioning as participant being the most common type (Halliday and 

Matthiessen, 2014). When such a regular pattern occurs (the Theme mapping with the 

end of the first experiential structural element) we say it is a Topical Theme. The case is 

always not so; sometimes, some structural elements having no experiential or ideational 

function appear before the topical Theme and function together with the topical Theme as 

the Theme of the clause thereby resulting to a multiple Theme (Forey and Sampson, 

2017: p. 133). Such elements play either an ideational function or a textual one and are 

therefore referred to as either an Ideational Theme or a Textual Theme.  

A Textual Theme could be a textual continuative, a word or group of words that 

signals a response or continuation in a discourse such as yes, no, Ok, well; textual 

structural conjunction, conjunctions such as and, because etc. or relatives such as 

which, who, wherever, etc. which links and binds a clause to another; and a textual 

conjunctive adjunct. a prepositional phrase or an adverbial phrase which links a clause 

to the text preceding it such as in other words, to be precise, therefore, under the 

circumstances etc. 

The Interpersonal Theme on the other hand includes a vocative: personal or 

impersonal address such as ‘Bello’ in the clause ‘Bello, I need your attention’; 

Modal/comment Adjunct, a speaker’s attitude towards the message expressed such as 

unfortunately, sadly, etc. and finite verbal operator, the mood or tense expressed by a 

verbal operator making a proposition finite as in ‘are’ in Are you my student?   It is said 
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to be the unmarked theme in yes/no interrogatives (Eggins, 2004 pp. 309 – 313; Halliday 

and Matthiessen, 2014: pp. 107 – 108).  

Textual Information Structure (Given + New) 

Besides the Theme system which structurally determines discourse flow and gives 

the clause the status of a message, bearing the Theme + Rheme pattern, there is the 

‘system of INFORMATION’ structurally determining the information flow of a discourse 

in terms of Given + New. A discourse is structured as a flow of a sequence of information 

made up of what has been described as a quantum of information technically termed an 

‘information unit’ serving as a structure of its own in the grammatical unit typically 

mapped to the clause in its unmarked sense but not constrained by it (Halliday and 

Greaves, 2008 p. 68; Halliday and Matthiessen, 2014: pp. 114 – 116).  

In the grammatical structure of a discourse, the information unit is perceived to be 

a constituent different but parallel to the clause and other units found within it, whose 

informational structure consists of ‘Given’ information and ‘New’ information; whereby 

the Given are those elements of the structure whose meaning is already known to a 

reader/listener by virtue of situational context and/or background knowledge or textual 

reference; the New tend to be an explanation not already known to the audience usually 

about the Given. The information unit structurally has the Given preceding the New. 

While the New is an obligatory element, the Given is not, as it is sometimes inferred from 

non-verbal clues. ‘I’ in the structure I am a teacher is Given while ‘am a teacher’ is New 

as the referent of the personal pronoun ‘I’ is already known to the reader/listener but the 

reminder part of the clause is unknown and happens to be the information made known to 

the audience about ‘I’. 

It is pertinent to note that the information unit is a grammatical structure that can 

constitutes less or more than one clause and, in such an instance, it is marked but when it 

is co-extensive with the clause as it is its typical structural pattern, it is unmarked. 

Implicature (Levinson’s M-Principle) 
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Studies in implicature date back to the work of Paul Grice (1989) in which he 

stipulated that “additional conveyed meaning” (Yule, 2020: p 175) which he refers to as 

‘implicated meaning’ is different from ‘what is said’. In recent decades, there have been 

efforts by pragmaticists who uphold Grice’s ideology to revise the Gricean Cooperative 

Principle and its maxims. Steven Levinson (2000) is one of such Neo-Gricean scholars 

who offered three heuristics corresponding to three principles: Q-Principle, I-Principle 

and M-Principle; each principle depicts a speaker’s maxim and a recipient’s corollary. 

Though Gricean in approach, it reduces the original framework of CP and the maxims as 

his “Q-Principle is concerned with Quantity, his I-Principle with Informativeness and his 

M-Principle with manner” (Chapman, 2011: p. 100); the Q-Principle corresponds with 

Grice’s Quantity sub maxim 1; the I-Principle with Quantity sub maxim 2 while the M-

Principle with Manner sub maxims 1 and 3 (Meibauer, 2009: p. 367). 

Here, this work evinces the role of form (grammatical) in speaker meaning 

orientation as such find in need the perspective of Levinson’s M-Principle which 

impresses on the impact of the use of non-stereotypical expression as against the normal 

one. He states: 

M-principle 

Speaker’s maxim: Indicate an abnormal, non-stereotypical situation by 

using marked expressions that contrast with those you would use to 

describe the corresponding normal, stereotypical situation. 

Recipient’s corollary: What is said in an abnormal way indicates an 

abnormal situation, or marked messages indicate marked situations 

(Levinson, pp 136-137:2000). 

Methodology 

The text under study is a written-read discourse segmented into 74 numbered 

paragraphs/sections of which each consists of at least one clause. All of these clauses are 

declaratives having nominal subjects as their first experiential component and as such 

their Themes (the typical pattern of an English declarative clause), except for 36 of them 
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bearing adverbials as Themes; of these thirty-six, seventeen have time adjunct as Themes. 

These marked patterns (time adjunct as Theme of declarative clauses) featured explicitly 

and are hereby selected from the text for analysis. The numbering of the segments from 

the text are left as in the original for easy reference. 

Data presentation and analysis 

The temporal elements given below are extracted from Buhari’s Democracy Day Speech 

for presentation and analysis. The number for each element selected is as found on the 

original text:    

2. Twenty years ago, a democratically elected government took 

over from the military in a historic transfer 

of political power for our country. 

THEME RHEME 

GIVEN NEW 

 

A simple marked Topical Theme (circumstantial time adjunct) with a displaced Theme 

(underlined) is used here. The attention of the listeners is drawn to the time with the 

information of the theme captured at the New components of the information structure. 

Thematising the time adjunct makes the period under review significant with the 

implicature that the country has attained a milestone.   

 

3. Today, we are privileged to mark the longest period of unbroken 

democratic leadership and 5th peaceful transfer of power 

from one democratically elected government to another in 

Nigeria. 

THEME  RHEME 

GIVEN NEW 
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A simple marked Topical Theme (circumstantial time adjunct) with a displaced Theme 

(underlined) in used here. The implicature here is for the listeners to note the time in 

contrast to the one mentioned earlier and the fact that it is Buhari and his team that now 

(Today) stand in stead. The new structure captures the information (i.e. the achievements 

gained so far) about the time. 

 

4. Throughout the last four years, I respected the independence of INEC. 

THEME  RHEME 

GIVEN NEW 

 

Here a simple marked Topical Theme (circumstantial time adjunct) featured with a 

displaced Theme (underlined). The audience is being drawn to the first tenure of the 

President to inform about his respect for the independence of INEC implying there was 

no interference in the results of elections from him even while in power, a point which he 

further elaborated in the following segment of the text with unmarked clauses. 

 

13. Throughout my adult life, I have been a public servant 

THEME  RHEME 

GIVEN NEW 

 

A simple marked Topical Theme (circumstantial time adjunct) with a displaced Theme 

(underlined) is used here; the listener’s attention is being invited to the adulthood period 

of the President’s life. He informs here of his knowledge and experience of public service 

implicating his capacity to understand public service hence his ability to handle issues 

surrounding it. With subsequent unmarked clauses in the text this point is further enacted. 

 

15. In 2002-2003 campaigns and elections, I travelled by road to 34 of the 36 states of 
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the Federation.  

THEME RHEME 

GIVEN NEW 

 

Used here is a simple marked Topical Theme (circumstantial time adjunct) with a 

displaced Theme (underlined); the marked theme indicates the speaker’s deliberate effort 

to get the listener to note the time period and its events; the information to be grasped of 

the Theme is captured in the New part of the information structure. Implicated here is his 

desire to inform of his experience gotten in the period. 

  

15. This year I travelled by air to all 36 states of the 

Federation.  

THEME RHEME 

GIVEN NEW 

A simple marked Topical Theme (circumstantial time adjunct) with a displaced Theme 

(underlined) is employed; besides the time period mentioned above in the previous 

clause, the audience is drawn to a different time and informed in the New part of the 

information structure of the clause about the extent of the speaker’s contact with 

Nigerians implying is knowledge of them and their needs. 

 

16. Before and during my time in the 

Armed Forces and in government, 

I have interacted with Nigerians of all ages 

and persuasions and different shades of 

opinion over a period of more than fifty 

years.  

THEME RHEME 

GIVEN NEW 
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A simple marked Topical Theme (circumstantial time adjunct) with the displaced Theme 

(underlined) is employed. The speaker guides the audience to another period in time. 

Implied here is his need to notify further of his knowledge and understanding of 

Nigerians gained from this time period and the views of Nigerians are and their needs he 

states in the unmarked clauses that followed this. 

 

23. Thus far, we Nigerians can be proud of our history 

since Independence in 1960. 

THEME RHEME 

GIVEN NEW 

A simple marked Topical Theme (circumstantial time adjunct) with the displaced Theme 

(underlined) is employed. Here Nigerians are drawn and invited towards what they ought 

to feel (pride in their country) at the given present time. After this, he states further in 

unmarked clauses the achievements of the nation that warrants its citizens to feel proud.  

 

23. and two years ago we prevented the Gambia from 

degenerating into anarchy. 

THEME RHEME 

GIVEN NEW 

A multiple marked Theme (a textual conjunctive theme; circumstantial time adjunct) with 

a displaced Theme (underlined) features. With this marked form Nigerians are drawn to 

the time period captured in the theme and the information about it as captured in the New 

segment; implying the need for them to be proud of this achievement obtained during his 

tenure, a point further buttressed in subsequent unmarked clauses in the text. 

 

27. When, therefore we came to office in 

2015 after a decade of struggle 

we identified three cardinal and existential 

challenges our country faced 
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THEME RHEME 

GIVEN NEW 

A multiple marked Theme (textual conjunctive Theme, thematic equative, circumstantial 

time adjunct) with the displaced Theme (underlined) is employed. Here the president 

implies the challenges of the nation during the period of time captured in the Theme, 

were ones encountered before and did not sprang during his ruling time. 

 

28. that in the last four years we have made solid progress in addressing 

these challenges. 

THEME RHEME 

GIVEN NEW 

 

A multiple marked Theme (textual conjunctive Theme, circumstantial time adjunct) with 

a displaced Theme (underlined) is used. This marked form draws Nigerians to the 

president’s first tenure informing them of their success in achieving progress in regards to 

the nations challenges which were met. This is as captured in the New segment of the 

information structure of the clause. 

 

29. When I took the oath of office on 29 

May 2015, 

insecurity reigned. 

THEME RHEME 

GIVEN NEW 

 

A simple marked Theme (circumstantial time adjunct) with a thematic equative form 

having a displaced Theme (underlined) is featured. He drags his audience to the time 

period captured in the Theme and informs of the information about it depicted in the New 

segment of the information structure; implying the challenges already on ground when he 
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took office. This point he further enacted in the subsequent clauses which were 

unmarked. 

 

41. For the next four years, we will remain committed to improving the 

lives of people 

THEME RHEME 

GIVEN NEW 

 

A simple marked Theme (circumstantial time adjunct) with the displaced Theme 

(underlined) is used here. This marked form implicates his desire to enact what is to be 

focused on in the time period mentioned in the Theme. This means there will be 

dedicated efforts to tackle the challenges already menacing the nation. 

 

43. Fellow Nigerians, Your Excellencies, 

Ladies & Gentlemen:  

a. Despite the enormous resources pledged 

to infrastructure development these past 

four years, 

there remains the urgent need to modernize 

our roads and bridges, electricity grid, 

ports and rail systems. 

 

THEME RHEME 

GIVEN NEW 

 

A multiple marked Theme (interpersonal vocatives, interpersonal modal adjunct, 

circumstantial time adjunct) with a displaced Theme (underlined) is employed. The 

interpersonal vocative is used here to identify with the addressees; the interpersonal 

modal adjunct shows the president’s desire to inform of his already huge efforts towards 

infrastructural development during the time period mentioned. This implicates that he 
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vindicates himself from the still persistent infrastructural need of the nation mentioned in 

the New segment of the information structure. 

 

64. Fellow Nigerians, Your Highnesses, 

Your Excellencies, Ladies & Gentlemen, 

despite the challenges over the last four 

years, 

my optimism about Nigeria’s future is 

unshaken 

THEME RHEME 

GIVEN NEW 

 

A multiple marked Theme (interpersonal vocative, interpersonal modal adjunct, 

circumstantial time adjunct) with a displaced Theme (underlined) is employed. He 

employs the interpersonal vocatives to make the addresses feel identified with; the 

interpersonal modal adjunct gives away his desire to inform of his undisturbed believe of 

a good future for the country. 

 

65. Over the next four years, we are committed to assembling a strong 

team of Nigerians, and allies, 

THEME THEME 

GIVEN NEW 

 

A simple marked Theme (circumstantial time adjunct) with a displaced Theme 

(underlined) is features. Here the president invites Nigerians to the future (his second 

tenure). He informs of what he intends to achieve during this period of time, implying his 

stronger effort to lead the country to developmental growth. 

 

70. Today,   I propose the re-naming of the Abuja 
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National Stadium. 

THEME RHEME 

GIVEN NEW 

 

A simple marked Theme (circumstantial time adjunct) with a displaced Theme 

(underlined) features. Here he brings his audience to the present to notify of his present 

action which he expects to gladden the hearts of Nigerians. The previous clauses before 

this have already in unmarked forms explains the President’s efforts to honour M. K. O. 

Abiola and other worthy prominent heroic figures of the nation. 

 

Conclusion 

The clauses evaluated are marked forms of declarative clauses where the nominal 

elements supposedly expected to occupy the Themes to make the clauses unmarked are 

displaced as indicated by underlining. Although contrary to the stereotypical pattern of a 

declarative clause, these marked forms indicate a semantic role implicating the speaker’s 

hidden intention to invite the audience to the times mentioned and the information about 

them as captured in the New components of the information structures of the clauses. He 

has chosen to use these marked forms to achieve his desired goals; he is, in other words, 

implying his desire to inform about these times, his achievements during the times and 

vindicating himself from the present non-performance or slow developmental progress in 

the nation. The marked temporal themes set precedent for further elucidation of the point 

or message they deliver. Subsequent explanation of such a point heralded by a marked 

clause is presented in unmarked declarative clauses. 

The thematic organization of the clausal structure in the text plays a significant 

role in the development as well as the message behind the meaning of the text. The 

speaker invites and leads his audience to notice through time showing them his 

experiences, knowledge of those time thereby indicating his successes as a leader in his 

first four years in office, his achievements of the present time and his glaring likely 
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achievements of the future. He has succeeded in taking his audience on a journey of his 

political achievement from the past to the present and the future while obviously 

portraying himself in a manner to be on their good side. He used not just words but forms 

to steer the minds of his listeners and influence their opinions of him, frequently making 

reference to timelines (via temporal themes) for special illocutionary ends. Here, not just 

language itself but grammatical structures are used as resource for political influence. 

 

References 

Chapman, S. (2011) Pragmatics. London: Palgrave Macmillan 

Eggins, S. (2004) Introduction to systemic functional linguistics. London: Continuum 

Forey, G. and Sampson, N. “Textual Metafunction and Theme: What’s ‘it’ about”. In 

Bartlett, T. and O’Grady, G. The Routledge handbook of systemic functional 

linguistics Oxon: Routledge 2017 

Grice P (1989). ‘Logic and conversation.’ In Grice P (ed.) Studies in the way of words. 

Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press. 22–40. 

Halliday, M. A. K. and Greaves, W. S. (2008). Intonation in the grammar of English. 

Oakville: Equinox Publishing Ltd 

Halliday, M. A. K., and Matthiessen, C. M. I. M. (2014). Halliday’s Introduction to 

functional grammar. USA: Routledge  

Levinson S. C. (2000). Presumptive meanings: the theory of generalized conversational 

implicature. Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press. 

Malbauer, J. (2009). “Implicature” in Mey, J. (ed) Concise Encyclopaedia of Pragmatics. 

Oxford: Elsevier. 365-378 

Matthiessen, C. M. I. M., Teruya, and Lam (2010) Key terms in systemic functional 

linguistics. 

Matthiessen, C.M.I.M. (2004). The evolution of language: a systemic functional 

exploration of phylogenetic phases. In: Williams, G. & Lukin, A. (eds) Language 

development: functional perspectives on evolution and ontogenesis. London: 

Continuum. 45–90. 

O’ Barr, W.M. (1979) “The Study of Language and Politics” in O’Barr, W.M and 

O’Barr, J. F. (eds.) Language and Politics. Netherlands: Mouton & Co. Publishers 

http://www.ejlls.com/


Ebonyi Journal of Language and Literary Studies 4 (1)        January 2021 

www.ejlls.com  ISSN 9091 4582 7142 

VOL 4 

 

17 

 

Teruya, K. 2007. A systemic functional grammar of Japanese. London and New York: 

Continuum. 

Yule, G. (2020) The study of language (7th ed.). Cambridge: University Press. 

Buhari, M. (2019) Full text of Buhari’s democracy day.  https://m.guardian.ng/features/full-

text-of-buharis-democracy-day-speech-/amp/  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.ejlls.com/
https://m.guardian.ng/features/full-text-of-buharis-democracy-day-speech-/amp/
https://m.guardian.ng/features/full-text-of-buharis-democracy-day-speech-/amp/

