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Analyzing e-mails from the viewpoint of FSP

Zuzana Hurtová

Abstract

This paper reports on a linguistic analysis of e-mail messages from the viewpoint of the theory of 
functional sentence perspective (FSP). FSP is an important factor in communication strategies. 
The way in which sentences are perspectived suggests the communication purpose of the writer, 
indicating the point of departure and the core of the message. Drawing upon the methodology of 
FSP theory, this paper examines specific features of personal e-mail communication. Particular 
attention has been devoted to those items which demonstrate similar use. The aim is to present facts 
that are generally applicable and utilizable in deeper and more extensive research in the future. 

Keywords: functional sentence perspective, e-mail communication, dynamic semantic functions, 
ellipsis, emoticons

1  Introduction 
The present paper focuses on e-mail communication from the viewpoint of functional 
sentence perspective (FSP) and emphasizes those findings which appear to be generally 
valid in all of the texts analyzed. The following issues will be considered in particular: the 
ambiguity of distributional fields in e-mails, the use of ellipses in e-mails, specific dynamic 
semantic functions, and the use of emoticons with regard to the principles of FSP. 

In order to provide the reader with the most fundamental and crucial facts regarding 
the methodology used here, it needs to be pointed out that it is the Brno concept of FSP 
on which the findings in this article are based. Jan Firbas, the most outstanding figure 
involved in shaping the Brno school’s approach towards the theory of FSP, claims that dur-
ing the act of communication, certain elements contribute more than others to the further 
development of communication (Firbas, 1992, 6–11). Every element in a sentence carries 
what Firbas calls “a degree of communicative dynamism” (Firbas, 1992, 7). By this notion 
Firbas understands “the relative extent to which a linguistic element contributes towards 
the further development of the communication” (Firbas, 1992, 8).  According to Firbas, 
the relative degree of communicative dynamism (CD) of particular carriers of CD, i.e. sen-
tence elements, is determined by the interplay of four factors of FSP. These factors are: the 
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linear arrangement of the sentence elements, their semantic content, the immediately rel-
evant preceding context, and intonation (Firbas, 1992, 10–12). Obviously it is not possible 
to employ intonation in a written text, therefore the analysis here is based on the interplay 
of the three remaining factors – linearity, semantics and context.

For the purpose of the present paper I have analyzed altogether seven personal e-mails 
of various lengths written by five different people (native English speakers), forming a 
corpus of over 1,300 words. Being fully aware of the limits of any analysis based on such a 
quantity of text or number of individual distributional fields, it needs to be pointed out that 
I consider this study to be a preliminary probe into the problems discussed, and therefore 
a pilot project to be followed by further investigation. Hence, the present paper reports 
on aspects which, from the viewpoint of FSP, have been recognized as possible subjects 
meriting further research. In total I have analyzed 189 distributional fields, consisting of 
152 basic distributional fields and 37 clauses occurring within the texts as distributional 
subfields. (For a detailed explanation of the structure of distributional fields see Firbas 
1992, 14–19; for further studies on the issue of distributional fields of non-finite clauses 
and nominal phrases see Svoboda, 1968, 1987.)

2  The theory of FSP applied
Individual sentence elements were assigned certain relative degrees of communicative 
dynamism, and thus particular communicative units have been identified in accordance 
with the pluripartition approach to the theory of FSP (for the principles of the pluripartition 
approach to the theory of FSP see Firbas, 1983, for illustration see ex. 1). Example 11 also 
demonstrates the way in which communicative units are hierarchically structured; “there is 
a hierarchy of units and fields, a field may become a unit in another field” (Svoboda, 2005, 
220). The communicative unit of the rheme proper is expressed by a finite clause within 
the complex sentence. Since the clause constitutes its own distributional (sub)field, it is 
further analyzed and the respective communicative units are defined.

Ex. 1

            Thp     Trp/Tr                        Rhp
 I          hope           you       had     a fun Christmas and New Year.  
Thp      Trp/Tr                                    Rhp
   

Furthermore, constituent dynamic semantic functions were also assigned, enabling 
me to examine how a particular language phenomenon contributes to the development 
of communication. In other words, my aim was to identify the distribution of the scales 
of dynamic semantic functions – the scales of Presentation and Quality (see Firbas, 1957, 
1975, 1992, 66-69, 134–140).

In the case of the Quality Scale it is either the quality of the subject or its specifica-
tion which is in the limelight of the communication. In his lucid diagram (see diagram 1), 
Svoboda (2005) explains the units of the dynamic semantic functions operating within the 
Quality Scale as follows:
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(Svoboda 2005, 222)
 

The following sentences from the corpus (ex. 2) represent examples of the perspectiving 
of the sentence elements in compliance with the principles of the Quality Scale. Individual 
dynamic semantic functions and communicative units are also displayed.

Ex. 2

 It          was     good      to hear from you.
QB       AofQ      Q                  Sp
Thp   Trp      Tr    Rhp

But  all that        depends on      time and money.
               QB              Q                        Sp
(Trp)    Thp            Trp/Tr                   Rhp
 
We have just got back  from Christmas in Montreal, ...
QB              Q                                            Sp
 Thp           Trp/Tr                       Rhp

When, on the other hand, the Presentation Scale is applied, the communication is clearly 
perspectived towards the subject of the sentence. Again, I make use of the lucid and sys-
tematic diagram (diagram 2) created by Svoboda (2005) to illustrate the dynamic semantic 
functions.
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Diagram 2
phenomenon

presented

on the scene

rheme

presentation

on the scene

transition
scene (setting)

theme

A dog barked in the distance.

(Svoboda, 2005, 222)

The sentences in example 3 demonstrate the operation of the Presentation Scale in the texts 
subjected to analysis.

Ex. 3

About a month ago,  a student from SLU  came to visit, ...
Scene    Ph          Pr
DTh    Rhp      Trp/Tr

... Chris   was over  in Czech then ...
      Ph            Pr          Scene
      Rhp     Trp/Tr           DTh

It has already been proved, drawing on numerous other analyses carried out in the area of 
dynamic semantic scales (see Adam, Řezníčková, Hurtová), that the Presentation Scale is 
far less common than the Quality Scale. Therefore, it should not be considered surprising 
that altogether there are only five cases in which the Presentation Scale is implemented, 
i.e. five examples out of the total 189 distributional fields in which the communication is 
perspectived towards the subject of the sentence. All such instances are listed below (ex. 
4), and the rheme proper is underlined. Semantic structure and the immediately relevant 
preceding context proved to be the dominant factors in determining the relative degree of 
CD and the subsequent interpretation of individual elements. 

Ex. 4

About a month ago, a student from SLU came to visit, …
… Chris was over in Czech then …
Spring has already sprung here with all the spring flowers in full bloom and warm sunny   
     days.
Yes, autumn is well and truly here too.
Authentic (less touristy) markets and regions of prague [sic] interest me the most .
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Nevertheless, some of the sentences exemplified above do not quite follow Firbas’ origi-
nal model of Scene/Setting, Presentation on the scene and Phenomenon presented on the 
scene. A similar pattern may also be perceived when assigning the dynamic semantic func-
tions of the Quality Scale. Instances when the interpretative arrangement of Scene/Set-
ting, Quality Bearer, Quality, Specification and possible Further Specification is not quite 
observed are not rare. The following section therefore aims to acquaint the reader with 
such occurrences.

3  Ambiguity of scales of dynamic semantic functions
There are many distributional fields which, due to the nature and quality of the dynamic 
semantic functions of their constituents, fall somewhere between the Quality Scale and 
the Presentation Scale. The present section draws predominantly on the findings of Cha-
monikolasová and Chamonikolasová and Adam concerning the modification of the exist-
ing framework of dynamic semantic scales, and reports on the ambiguity revealed in the 
organization of the dynamic semantic functions within the analyzed texts.

In order to exemplify a distributional field which would demonstrate the above-men-
tioned ambiguity, the following sentence may be considered:

Ex. 5

Spring   has really sprung  here
Ph(QB)2  Pr                  Set    
   with all the spring flowers in full bloom and warm sunny days.
                Sp

The structure resembles a standard Presentation Scale to which the dynamic semantic 
function of Specification (Sp) is added; therefore the term “Extended Presentation Scale” 
has been suggested (Chamonikolasová and Adam). In accordance with Chamonikolas-
ová’s findings, “the dominant semantic function” of Spring is the Phenomenon function, 
while the “implicit” Quality Bearer function “is based on the assumption that the Speci-
fication is a condensed form of an independent clause […] and that the finite verb of the 
implied predication expressing Quality is ellipted” (64). In our case the independent clause 
including the finite verb form could read as follows: … it has arrived / sprung with all the 
spring flowers … 

Similarly, the analyzed e-mails contain numerous examples of elements that appear 
context-independent and may be perceived as “fusions of the Ph-function and the [Q]
B-function”, but where the dynamic semantic function of Quality Bearer is dominant 
(Chamonikolasová, 64). The structure of the following sentence (see ex. 6) is in accord-
ance with a regular Quality Scale, where the subject’s dominant function is that of Quality 
Bearer, but there is also an implicit Ph-function, the identification of which “is based on 
the assumption that the sentence […] contains an ellipted verb of presentation” (Chamon-
ikolasová 64). Referring to the sentence in example 6, such an ellipted verb of presentation 
may be the following: There are most things which… 
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Ex. 6

Most things seem to be done with less intensity over here – drinking, dancing, sex …
QB (Ph)  Q        Sp     Set      FSp

Because the structure of such a scale of dynamic semantic functions resembles that of a 
standard Quality Scale, no specific term for the sub-type including the implicit Ph-function 
has been suggested (Chamonikolasová 65). Other examples in which the Ph-function is 
perceptible are exemplified below (ex. 7):

Ex. 7

Sailing in Croatia seems a long time ago.
One of our assistants is leaving earlier than expected….
… many of your expertise lie in good pubs...

The majority of the distributional fields analyzed, where the dynamic semantic function of 
Quality Bearer is not held by a personal pronoun, can indeed be interpreted with respect 
to the sub-type of the Quality Scale implying the Ph-function. Nevertheless, it is personal 
pronouns (or even elliptical exponents of person) which mostly appear in the function of 
Quality Bearers in the texts subjected to the analysis. 

4  Ellipses and FSP
Situational and structural ellipsis is quite a common phenomenon which frequently appears 
within the communicative units of theme and transition proper. Such a large number of 
elliptical forms can be explained by the very nature of the analyzed e-mails. The writer 
and the addressee are more or less close friends, so the style is rather informal, and the 
situational and experiential contexts also play an important role. Proper names very often 
appear in the texts, especially the names of people used without any preceding context. 
From the viewpoint of communicative units, these elements were interpreted as Diathemes 
(the most dynamic among the thematic units), based purely on the situational and presum-
ably experiential context.

It is mostly due to our compliance with the principle of economy of speech that situ-
ational and structural ellipses are quite frequent in informally written e-mails. The fact 
that the writers tend to use more straightforward language, writing briefly and to the point, 
means that from the viewpoint of FSP, certain distributional fields can be considered partly 
defective. This assumption draws on the implicit nature of the communicative unit of 
transition proper. Svoboda explains the role and distribution of the communicative units 
as follows:  “At the level of the clause the communicative units mostly coincide with the 
syntactic units (subject, object, adverbial, complement (no matter whether expressed by 
one morpheme or the whole subordinate clause)) except for the predicative verb which 
splits into two communicative units: one is expressed by the notional content of the finite 
verb and the other by its temporal and modal exponent(s)” (1981, 4). The communicative 
unit which is expressed by temporal and modal exponents is called the transition proper. 
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Not only does it “represent a dividing line between units with lower degree of CD (the-
matic units) and the units with the same or higher degree of CD (non-thematic units)” 
(Svoboda, 1981, 4), but it is also necessary for the existence or creation of a distributional 
field as such.

Among the following examples (see ex. 8), items in bold represent instances of dis-
tributional fields in which the communicative unit of transition proper is implicit; only 
the rheme proper is present. These cases are far from isolated. For the sake of clarity, the 
implicit items are underlined. However, observing the principles of verbatim recoverabil-
ity, it is possible only to deduce or infer such items.

Ex. 8

But I am working hard at my job and generally enjoy it. Lots of discipline. – I enjoy / 
There is …
Big hug from me, I bet you need one. – Accept / Take …
I’ve heard from various sources about the general decline of […] since I’ve left  (strange 
coincidence?). – Isn’t it …
So, what was the exam you sat? One for your PhD? – Was it …

5  Dynamic semantic functions in closer observation
There is another quite distinct feature which can also be attributed to the informal, though 
highly informative, style of writing. There is a large number of distributional fields in 
which the dynamic semantic functions of Specification and even Further Specification are 
expressed by a finite clause, which then consequently forms another distributional field of 
its own (see Svoboda, 2005). Altogether there are 37 distributional fields which are formed 
in such a way (see ex. 9).

Ex. 9

… but I think I’ll be ok – hopefully!
Was it the guy you were going to marry?
Now I can understand what you meant  when you said things  have been a bit ‘gloomy’!

Certain dynamic semantic functions are only optional, and are not necessarily present in 
every distributional field; this particularly concerns Further Specification. In the analyzed 
e-mails, however, the frequency of occurrence of Further Specifications is rather high in 
comparison with fictional texts. This phenomenon can be ascribed to the typically suc-
cinct, yet information-packed character of personal e-mails. From the viewpoint of FSP, 
this property of personal e-mails may therefore be demonstrated by the number of dynamic 
semantic functions assigned.

6  Emoticons and FSP
Finally, I would like to briefly touch upon the use of emoticons – a typical feature of infor-
mally written personal e-mails. The English words ‘emotion’ and ‘icon’ have been blended 
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to create the term ‘emoticon’, which can be defined as a graphic expression representing a 
face characterizing the writer’s mood, or his facial expression generally. The use of emoti-
cons can be considered highly subjective. One of the authors whose two e-mails have been 
analyzed uses three emoticons in one e-mail, while no such symbol is employed in the 
other e-mail – yet the addressee remains the same. Thus, there are rather personal, momen-
tary and internal motives for the use of emoticons, i.e. the current situation of the writer at 
the moment of communication, the content of e-mails, the subject matter discussed, etc. 

In the analyzed corpus, emoticons are sometimes accompanied by exclamation marks 
and/or question marks, typically used to co-signal the broad modality. In other words, 
in the basic distributional field of a sentence, punctuation marks represent a co-signal 
of the sentence’s modal categorization and thus a part of the transition proper (Svoboda, 
2002). These punctuation marks, however, are not always used to signal interrogative or 
imperative sentences, and this is when emoticons are added (see ex. 10). In such contexts, 
the aim of punctuation marks is to emphasize the narrow modality of the sentence which is 
suggested by emoticons. Emoticons provide the reader with a more detailed expression of 
the writer’s mood, evaluate the given situation, or suggest the way in which the sentence 
should be perceived and the notional content of the verb (and other elements) should be 
interpreted. However, emoticons are not always accompanied by punctuation marks; the 
analyzed e-mails also offer examples where emoticons appear on their own, maintaining 
the same function with the same impact on the reader (see ex. 11). I have therefore reached 
the conclusion that their relative degree of CD is generally related to the transition proper, 
i.e. high enough to signal the modal categorization of a sentence. Emoticons have therefore 
been classified accordingly, as transition proper.

Ex. 10

Are you happy and smiling as much as possible (who is it that says that?! J)

Ex. 11

Still, it’s one of my favourite times of year J 
Well if i [sic] stick to the plan :s i should be in Prague from the 4th, for three nights.
             ↓
   I don’t know whether…

7  Concluding remarks
In conclusion, I must acknowledge that the number of e-mails subjected to analysis is not 
sufficient to claim general validity for all the findings proposed in this paper. I personally 
consider this brief study a starting point for more complex and comprehensive research to 
be carried out in the future. However, this pilot study has proved that – from the viewpoint 
of FSP – there are certain communication strategy-related features common to all of the 
e-mails analyzed. These include, for example, the use of an informal and highly inform-
ative style of writing, supported and further emphasized by the modified interpretation 
of scales of dynamic semantic functions; seemingly defective distributional fields due to 
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elliptical transition proper; and the number of dynamic semantic functions assigned espe-
cially within the rhematic layer. E-mail messages, on the other hand, vary in form, length, 
purpose and also the motivation of the author. The entire analysis is therefore strongly 
influenced by the content and context of the communication.

List of Abbreviations
AofQ = Ascription of quality
Ex. = Example
FSP =  Functional Sentence Perspective
FSp = Further Specification
Ph = Phenomenon presented on the scene
Pr = Presentation on the scene
Q = Quality
QB = Quality Bearer
Rhp  =  Rheme proper
Sp = Specification
Thp  =  Theme proper
Tr = Transition
Trp = Transition proper

Notes
1 Examples 1–11 comprise sentences from the corpus of analyzed e-mails.
2 I have adopted Chamonikolasová’s (2005) way of denoting combined dynamic semantic functions, 
thus “the non-dominant (i.e. implicit) functions of the subject are printed in italics” (p. 64).

Bibliography
Adam, Martin. Functional Macrofield Perspective (A Religious discourse Analysis Based 

on FSP).  Brno: Masarykova univerzita, 2006.  
Chamonikolasová, Jana. “Dynamic semantic scales in the theory of functional sentence 

perspective.” Ale(g)race pro Evu. (Papers in Honour of Eva Hajičová). Eds. 
Panevová, J., Vidová Hladká, and B. Praha, Univerzita Karlova, 2005: 61–67.  

Chamonikolasová, Jana and Martin Adam. “The Presentation Scale in the Theory of Func-
tional Sentence Perspective.” Patterns (A Festschrift for Libuše Dušková). Eds. J. 
Čermák, et al. Praha: Filozofická fakulta UK, 2005: 59–69.  

Firbas, Jan. “K otázce nezákladových podmětů v současné angličtině. Časopis pro mod-
erní filologii 39 (1957): 22–42.  



30

LINGUISTICS AND TRANSLATION STUDIES

---. “On ‘existence/appearance on the scene’ in functional sentence perspective.” Prague 
Studies in English 16 (1975): 47–70.  

---. “On bipartition, tripartition and pluripartition in the theory of functional sentence per-
spective.” Text i zdanie, Zbiór studiów. Eds. T. Dobrzyńska, and E. Janus. Wroclaw: 
The Polish Academy of Sciences, 1983. 67–79.  

---. Functional Sentence Perspective in Written and Spoken Communication. Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1992.  

---. “On the Thematic and the Rhematic layers of a Text.” Organization in Discourse. 
Proceedings from the Turku conference. Anglicana Turkuensia 14. Eds. B. Wårvik, 
S.-K Tanskanen, and R. Hiltunen. Turku: University of Turku, 1995. 59–72.  

Hurtová, Zuzana. Firbasian Non-thematic Layers in Paragraphs and Beyond (A study in 
functional sentence perspective, syntactic, semantic and pragmatic paragraphs, and 
communicative strategy in fiction). Ostrava: Ostravská univerzita v Ostravě, 2009.  

Řezníčková, Ivana. Firbasian Presentation semantic scale in the English translation of K. 
Čapek’s Krakatit compared with the original text. Unpublished MA Thesis. Slezská 
univerzita v Opavě, 2007.  

Svoboda, Aleš. “The hierarchy of communicative units and fields as illustrated by English 
attributive constructions.” Brno Studies in English 7 (1968): 49–101.  

---. Diatheme. Brno: Masaryk University, 1981.  
---. “Functional perspective of the noun phrase.” Brno Studies in English 17 (1987): 61-86.  
---. “51 hesel o funkční větné perspektivě.” Encyklopedický slovník češtiny. Eds. P. Karlík, 

et al. Praha: Nakladatelství Lidové Noviny, 2002.
---. “Firbasian semantic scales and comparative studies.” Patterns (A Festschrift for Libuše 

Dušková). Eds. J. Čermák, et al. Prague: Faculty of Arts. Charles University, 2005. 
217–229.  

Address:
University of Ostrava
Faculty of Arts
Department of English and American Studies
Reální 5
701 03 Ostrava
zuzana.hurtova@osu.cz


