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Abstract
This paper investigated the coherent
functions of interrogative mood metaphors in an academic
context based on Halliday’ model of mood metaphor [1]
and Zhu’s theory of thematic progression (TP) pattern [2].
With a focus on the strategies of linking the themes and
rhemes in the metaphorical clause to those of surrounding
clauses, this paper identified three main modes of
information flow patterns. In the mood metaphor (S) and
the sentence before it (S-1), the information current is often
progressed in a concentrated way since the metaphorical
questions often serve as enforcements of its former
sentence. Concentrated Progression is also often used in
the S and the sentence after it (S+1) to answer the previous
metaphorical questions, serving the purpose of appealing to
authority. Besides, Constant Progression, as a simple liner
pattern of message current, occurs in S and S+1 to enhance
the reading comprehensibility when introducing a concept
to readers or to highlight the key viewpoints as evaluating
the proposition in S. This paper has pedagogical
implications for academic reading and writing practices of
native and non-native researchers.
Keywords

Interrogative Mood Metaphor, Thematic
Progression Pattern, Theme-Rheme Model, Coherence,
Academic Discourse

1. Introduction
Coherence refers to the extent to which the readers or
listeners are able to infer the writers’ or speakers’
communicative intentions. Different from the intra-clausal
perspective of cohesion, coherence, as it were, not only
focuses on how information is structured and linked at the
textual level, but also indicates some interpersonal and
interactional features beyond the textual level. Such an
abstract semantic concept is difficult to understand for
second language learners, let alone to put it into their
writing practice, which may result from insufficient
exposure to texts in the target language or the interference
of their first language. Responding to this issue, a growing
body of research on coherence [3-8] indicated the vital
places of theme-rheme model and Thematic Progression
(TP) theory in semantic coherence based on the
assumption that theme and rheme, in thematic progression,
“fan out across whole texts and indicates where topics
begin and end, also points up a text's underlying
organization” [7]. Thus, an understanding of theme and
rheme elements in clauses and the patterns of thematic
progression for combining these elements into stretches of
discourse is essential for coherent writing. theme-rheme
model and Thematic Progression (TP) theory were
thereby widely applied in the analysis of coherence in
academic discourse [9,10].
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An interrogative mood metaphor is noted for the pattern
of presenting an opinion as an interrogative with an
immediate self-answer. This rhetorical nature enables it
not only to connect the surrounding information within
the text, but also to construct writer-reader interaction
beyond the text. This coherent function has been largely
supported by a growing body of research [9-17] that has
investigated the use of the metaphorical interrogatives by
members of different professional communities. Hyland
[12], for instance, examined the use of rhetorical questions
as engagement markers in a corpus of 240 research
articles and identified the use of interrogatives as a
coherent strategy in academic writings owing to its
functions of dialogic involvement, inviting participation,
encouraging curiosity and leading readers to the writer’s
viewpoint. In a similar vein, Soler [18] investigated the
interrogative structure in 570 titles of research articles and
confirmed interrogatives’ interactional actions of
engaging readers and expliciting viewpoints. The coherent
function of interrogative was also observed in the studies
on how texts were connected to the audience in news
reports [13-18] and advertisement [19]. Despite a
sustained interest in this metaphorical variant, few
research has examined exactly how the mood metaphor
constructs coherence in academic discourse, not to
mention doing so from the TP pattern perspective. In this
respect, the present study aims to analyze the coherent
functions of interrogative mood metaphors in academic
discourse by analyzing the TP patterns of the metaphorical
expressions in their surrounding co-text.

2. Mood Metaphor and Interrogative
Mood Metaphor
“Metaphor of mood is a variant of the speech function
pattern and a mechanism for the expansion of speech
function” [19]. Speech function is a complex system
consisting of multiple pairs of semantic features. The
transformation of those semantic features will lead to the
generation of mood metaphors [21], including class shift
and rank shift type. “Class shift” involves a shift of
semantic features between “speech roles” (i.e. “give” and

“command”) or “commodity exchanged” (goods &
services and information). The two pairs of variables of
“speech role” and “commodity exchanged” constitute four
speech functions: statement, question, command, and
offer [20: 68-69]. The category of speech function is
embodied in the system of mood. Generally, the
declarative mood expresses statements; interrogative
mood illustrates questions; the imperative mood shows;
and “offer” can be conveyed in several different moods.
When a speech function is expressed in its incongruent
forms of moods, the mood metaphor is generated. For
example, a declarative mood used to express a question or
command rather than a statement becomes a declarative
mood metaphor.
Based on Table 1, the class shift mood metaphor
consists of declarative mood metaphor, interrogative
mood metaphor, and imperative mood metaphor. The
current study focuses on interrogative mood metaphors,
including the metaphorical statement and command.
The principle is to identify the metaphorical
interrogatives by figuring out the clauses’ speech
functions through “expected responses” [1:137]
(acknowledgment /contradiction for congruent declarative,
answer/disclaimer for interrogative, undertaking/refusal
for imperative).
(1) Have I ever let you down?
(2) Can you tell me the truth?
As we can see from the above examples, these
interrogative sentences have interrogative mood. However,
the implied meaning of example (1) is “I have never let
you down,” which is similar to rhetorical questions and
does not require an answer. Its idealized response should
be “acknowledgment” or “contradiction”. Thus, its speech
function can be defined as a statement. The interrogative
mood of the sentence expresses the declarative function,
so it is a metaphorical expression in the interrogative
mood. The idealized response of Example (2) is
"undertaking", which is to provide the service required by
the other party -- telling the truth. Therefore, the speech
function of the sentence is a command, which is the
metaphorical expression of the interrogative mood
projecting command.

Table 1. Typical and metaphorical realizations of speech functions in mood types
speech function
mood
declarative

statement

question

command

I have never let you down

I wonder where you have
been.

You should tell me the truth.

interrogative

Have I ever let you down?

Where have you been?

Could you tell me the truth?

imperative

Admit that I have never let you
down!

Tell me where you have
been!

Tell me the truth!

(From Fan [21:30]
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3. Theme and TP Pattern
“The Theme is the element that serves as the point of
departure of the message. The remainder of the message,
the part in which the Theme is developed, is called the
Rheme” [1:89]. Halliday and Mattenshein [1:97-104]
defined thematic structure of each kind of moods:
declarative, interrogative (wh-, yes/no), and imperative
clause. The theme is divided into the marked theme and
unmarked type. The marked theme refers to “a Theme that
is something other than the Subject, in a declarative clause”
[1:98], such as adverbial groups (e.g. “today” and
“suddenly”), or prepositional phrase (e.g. “at night” and
“in the corner”). The unmarked theme refers to “the
mapping of Theme on to Subject” [1:98]. The following
table lists the examples of three kinds of clauses in detail
(Table 2).
The current study applies Zhu’s (1995) TP patterns
which are frequently used. The four patterns with
instances are shown as follows:
(1) Parallel progression: The themes in a series of
sentences all are the first theme, but different rhemes are
linked.

“These indices (T1) can be classified into five main
categories, as listed in Table 1, based on the type of
complexity (Lu, 2011). The indices (T2) in the first
category—mean length of clause (MLC), mean length of
sentence (MLS), and mean length of T-unit (MLT)—assess
the length of a production at the clausal, sentential, or
T-unit level.” [22]
(2) Concentrated progression: Except for the first rheme,
other rhemes are from the first rheme or part of the first
rheme.
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“A future challenge is to assess whether the language
effects we have observed have any long-lasting
consequences for our mental representations of caused
motion events.(R1) For example, will priming effects
transfer across a bilingual’s languages?” (R2) [23]
(3) Constant progression: The rheme or part of rheme in
the former sentence becomes the theme of the latter
sentence.

“Considering that recent research has pointed to the
existence of disciplinary variation, by looking into the
CARS model’s applicability to the genre of the RA within
the field of Agricultural Sciences, it is also my aim to
assess and shed light on the rhetorical structure and the
norms and/or conventions that guide the writing of this
genre (R1). This (T2) will inevitably aid our
understanding of it and contribute to the wider on-going
research in the field of genre studies.” [24]
(4) Intersection progression: The theme of the former
sentence becomes the rheme of the latter sentence.

“Complexity (T1) in L2 language production has long
been considered one of the most important constructs for
assessing L2 performance, along with proficiency,
accuracy, and fluency (Ellis, 2003, 2008; Ellis &
Barkhuizen, 2005; Larsen–Freeman, 1978; Skehan, 1989,
1998). According to Ellis (2003), complexity (R2) refers
to “the extent to which the language produced in
performing a task is elaborate and varied” (p. 340).” [24]
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Table 2.
Clauses

Thematic patterns of declarative, interrogative and imperative clauses

Theme

Rheme

Unmarked theme

Declarative

had a little nut-tree.
Lived in an oak.
Is a proper cup of coffee.

I
a wise old owl
what I want
Marked theme

we roll along.
I lost my wife.
We owe both to ourselves

merrily
on Saturday night
all this
Unmarked theme

Interrogative
(wh-)

wants a glass of white wine?
Did you get that from?
Did you want?
’s she there for?
Was he opposed to coming in?

who
where
how many hours
and how long
why
Marked theme
In such circumstances,

Interrogative
(yes/no)

Theme(1)

Theme(2)

Could
has
did
shall
are

you
he
you
I
they

is it any wonder that motorists, for their own safety as well as that of other
road users, are reluctant to ‘obey the signals of a police officer?’
eat a whole packet of tim tams?
Got the car back by the way?
Sleep okay?
Make some toast?
Still together?

Marked theme

Imperative

Except for music,

what did they have in common?

let’s
don’t do
you

do lunch at the Ivy.
That
take the office

4. Thematic Patterns of Interrogative
Mood Metaphors in Academic
Discourse
As we have noted in table 2, in a WH-interrogative, the
typical unmarked theme is solely composed of the
WH-elements (e.g. what), but if the WH-word is part of a
nominal group, the nominal group may function as theme
on its own (e.g. Which house do we live in?). It is slightly
different with the situation in a yes/no interrogative, in
which the unmarked theme (e.g. do you) not only includes
finite operator (e.g. do) but also extends to the following
Subject (e.g. you), since the finite operator is not
accounted as an experiential element in the clause. In both
kinds of metaphorical interrogatives, there is a strong
tendency of the speaker or writer to choose an unmarked
thematic pattern since it has developed into the means of
loading basic information of the clauses.
Table 3. Unmarked theme in interrogatives
What
Does an L2
Theme

are the consequences of this perceptual
problem?
have an influence on L3 speaking
proficiency and, if so, is its effect different
from L1 influence?
Rheme

Marked themes do occur in interrogatives, especially in
the academic context. Through introducing a marked
theme in front of the interrogatives, authors leave a
buffering phase for readers to react to their invitation for
participating in the discussion and do not suddenly invite
the readers into a question. Besides, marked themes are
conjunctive adjuncts, usually in the forms of adverbial
groups or prepositional phrases that relate the clause to the
previous message and preceding text.
Table 4.

Marked theme in interrogatives (conjunctive adjunct)

In other words,
For example,
Theme

how stable is FLA/FLCA across different target
languages?
might one student do well in Arabic but struggle
with Korean, or vice versa?
Rheme

5. Thematic Progression Patterns of
Interrogative Mood Metaphors in
Academic Discourse
Parallel Progression and Intersection Progression
Parallel Progression and Intersection Progression are
rare in those interrogatives. As we can note in the figures,
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the theme of the interrogatives, neither marked nor
unmarked, is equivalent to the theme in S-1 or S+1
because the themes do not contain any experiential
elements (participant/circumstance/process) that can be
referred to. That is to say, TS-1 ≠ TS ≠ TS+1, which
means parallel progression is probably absent in the
co-text of interrogative mood metaphors. For the same
reason, Ts ≠ RS+1 suggest that intersection progression
will not occur in the S and S+1. But what we know about
the lower utilization rate of intersection progression in S
and S-1 is largely based upon empirical evidence that
revealed the fertile genre for the intersectional pattern is
narratives but not informative research articles [25-26].
This genre-preference may be due to its undulating flow
of information, which is more suitable to tell an intricate
and gripping story than to present a quite logical, coherent,
and informative scientific report.
Thus, in the following part, Concentrated and Constant
patterns of information progression will be investigated in
detail.
5.1. The Application of TP Patterns in S-1 and S
In the S-1 and S, since the theme of S is usually a
non-topical theme, the theme is often not related to the
rheme in S-1, thus, the constant pattern seldom occurs in
this situation.
Concentrated progression
We find that the interrogative mood metaphor is always
used to be the explanation or enforcement of its previous
sentence to achieve semantic clearness or explicity.
Usually the metaphorical expressions serve as examples
(as in example (1) and (2)), or restatements (as in example
(3) and (4)). In this way, the explanation part of two
sentences, which are usually the rheme elements, will be
similar or accessioned with each other. Thus, the TP
patterns in two sentences often turn out to be concentrated
progression.
(1) “Although available aptitude tests have been
validated with adult learners of diverse L2s, to date
no test can determine whether a particular student’s
aptitude may vary for different L2s (R1). For
example, might one student do well in Arabic but
struggle with Korean, or vice versa?”(R2) [27]
(2) “A future challenge is to assess whether the
language effects we have observed have any
long-lasting consequences (R1) for our mental
representations of caused motion events. For
example, will priming effects transfer across a
bilingual’s languages?” (R2) [25]
In the above two examples, the interrogative mood
metaphors are used as instances to further illustrate the
sentences preceding them. The former sentence in the first
pair of sentences, the “student’s aptitude may vary for
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different L2s” in the former sentence is elaborated by the
“one student do well in Arabic but struggle with Korean,
or vice versa” in the latter. As for the second pair, the
“long-lasting consequences” in the previous sentence is
exemplified by “priming effects transfer across a
bilingual’s languages” in the following sentence. Based on
the TP pattern theory, annotated themes and rhemes of the
two sentences are graphically illustrated below:
T1 —— R1
T2 —— R2(=R1)
(3) “One could object that learners might experience
more or less FLA/FLCA (R1) depending on the
language or even the FL teacher. In other words,
how stable is FLA/FLCA (R2) across different
target languages?” [28]
(4) “Research on bi- and multilingualism is increasingly
focused on whether language learning affects
cognition (R1) beyond language itself. That is, does
learning a new language affect mental processes
such as perception, categorization, similarity
assessment, memory recognition, and reasoning?”
(R2) [25]
As mentioned above, metaphorical expressions are
applied as restatements of their previous sentences. In the
example (3), “how stable is FLA/FLCA” in the latter
sentence is the substitution of “more or less FLA/FLCA”
in the former sentence. As for the fourth example, rheme
“cognition” in the first sentence is further explained by the
rheme “perception, categorization, similarity assessment,
memory recognition, and reasoning” in the second
sentence. We may find that this concentrated pattern in the
sentence pair helps to illustrate the concept in the first
sentence. This pattern leads readers to learn more
knowledge of exemplification by using interrogative
mood metaphor to reach discourse explicity and
coherence.
Other situations also account for the choice of this
coherent pattern. Sometimes authors tend to ask a series of
“questions” from different perspectives to make it clear in
meaning. For instance,
(5) “Why does L2 aptitude predict advanced‐level L2
Chinese performance (R1) so poorly? What is it that
distinguishes performance at the advanced level?”
(R2) [29]
This example is extracted from the discussion part of an
RA. The author of the RA arose two questions
successively in order to make himself clear. We may find
that these two interrogative metaphors of mood have the
same focus “the performance of advance level” which is
the rheme part. Their themes, however, turn out to be
different to avoid repetition. Actually, the second sentence
is a further explanation of the first one. In this way, the
concentrated progression is employed.

252

Coherent Function of Interrogative Mood Metaphor in Academic Discourse: Thematic Progression Pattern Perspective

5.2. The Application of TP Patterns in S and S+1
Concentrated progression
The metaphorical pattern is similar to a rhetorical
question so its following part is usually an answer of the
“question”. In answering this, academic writers would
appeal to authority or report others’ research findings,
which could craft the objectivity and pervasiveness of
their texts. Therefore, in the mood metaphors’ successive
sentences, these sources of answer become the themes,
with typical evidential expressions like “Evidence
suggests...”,
“Someone
indicates...”,
“Literature
documents...” etc. The content of the proposition becomes
the rheme, which is the real informational part associated
with the rheme of the previous metaphorical question. In
this sense, the information flows in the way of
concentrated progression pattern. For instances,
(6) “That is, is there really a single latent trait that can
reliably predict advanced‐level language skills or
L2 skills acquired through nonintense or more
naturalistic conditions(R1)? Researchers may have
pinned their hopes on working memory as a
promising additional component of L2 aptitude that
reliably predicts advanced proﬁciency, but initial
research is inconclusive (R2). More studies are
needed. ” [29]
(7) “In other words, how stable is FLA/FLCA across
different target languages (R1)? Saito et al. (1999)
compared FLCA and Foreign Language Reading
Anxiety (FLRA) scores from 383 American
first-semester students in French, Japanese, and
Russian and discovered non-significant differences
for FLCA between the groups (R2).” [28]
In the above two examples, the sentences following the
interrogative mood metaphors start with “Researchers”
and “Saito et al.”, followed with their research results,
which are the rheme parts. These rhemes are partial
repetitions of rheme in the former sentences. And the
annotated themes and rheme are graphically explained at
below:
T1 —— R1
T2 —— R2(=R1)
The academic authors designed this way of information
flow to enhance the objectivity and persuasiveness of their
answers to the interrogative metaphorical expressions. Let
us look at another two examples:
(8) “That is, does learning a new language affect mental
processes such as perception, categorization,
similarity assessment, memory recognition, and
reasoning? (R1) A growing body of evidence
suggests that learning a new language indeed affects
the way we think about reality in a variety of
domains (see Bylund & Athanasopoulos, 2014b, for
a recent overview).” (R2) [25]

(9) “If speakers of different languages think differently
to a certain extent, what happens when you learn a
new language(R1)? The available literature has
documented two major patterns of cognitive
restructuring in bilinguals: conceptual convergence
and conceptual switching (R2) (see Pavlenko, 2005,
for theoretically possible patterns).” [25]
Both of these two instances are patterned in
concentrated progression. The writers aim to get support
from other researches with the expression “A growing
body of evidence” and “The available literature”. It
explicitly shows to their readers that their propositions are
reliable and have been widely recognized.
Constant progression
In the previous section, we explained the reason for
answering the metaphorical question in the way of
concentrated progression. However, the answer can also
be offered more explicitly and directly as in constant
progression. It depends on the writers' communicative
purposes: If the writers want to stress the source of the
information, they would prefer concentrated progression;
however if they tend to emphasize the information itself,
constant progression is a better choice for them since it is
the easiest way for readers to connect the information in a
co-text. Typically in the theoretical framework,
interrogative mood metaphors are usually applied to offer
the introduction of some important concepts to readers.
For instance,
(10) “How can we operationalize imagery capacity (R1)
and sensory preferences for research purposes? The
term “imagery capacity” (T2) in this article bears
the same meaning as the concept of “imagery ability”
in sports psychology, where it is defined as “an
individual’s capability of forming vivid, controllable
images and retaining them for sufficient time to
effect the desired imagery rehearsal” (Morris, 1997,
p. 37).” [30]
“The term imagery capacity” is the theme in the second
sentence, which is a partial repetition of the rheme in the
first sentence. Thus, the writer leads to the explanation of
the concept “imagery capacity” in a coherent and direct
way. Here, the purpose of the writer is to make the readers
clear about his or her theoretical basis and his emphasis is
the concept itself, rather than the source of the definition.
Thus, he or she chooses the constant progression which is
easy for readers to follow the writer’s flow of information.
The annotated theme and rheme are shown as follows:
T1 —— R1
T2(=R1) —— R2
It is also found that in some circumstances, writers do
not answer the question immediately; as they rather tend
to comment on those questions. The purpose is to show
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the significance of the “questions”. It should be noted that
the “question” is always the key issue in which writers
want to engage their readers. In this circumstance, the
theme of the S+1 usually refers to the rheme in the S.
Thus, a constant progression pattern of information flow
is generated. For example,
(11) “Does the mind structure L2 knowledge in a
similar way as it structures L1 knowledge (R1)?
This is a relevant question (T2) because L1–L3
typological similarity can be of lower importance
than L2–L3 similarity for learning an L3 (Bardel &
Falk, 2007).” [31]
(12) “Do speakers of different languages think
differently (R1)? This issue (T2), known as the
principle of linguistic relativity (Whorf, 1956), has
generated vigorous debate in the cognitive sciences
(e.g., Levinson, 2003; Pinker, 1994).” [25]
(13) “For example, might one student do well in Arabic
but struggle with Korean, or vice versa (R1)? This
type of differential prediction (T2) is challenging,
because languages vary along many dimensions
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including their typological distance from the native
language (L1) and the relative complexity of their
orthographic, phonological, and syntactic systems
(see Mac Whinney, 1996, for a review of these
issues).” [30]
In the above three examples, the themes are “This is a
relevant question”, “this issue” and “this type of
differential prediction” which respectively connect to the
rhemes in the former sentences. The writers evaluate the
questions “relevant”, “debatable”, and “challenging”,
which indicates the value and significance of their arisen
issues and their studies. For this purpose, the writers
applied the constant progression to lead the information
flow. Below is the graphical illustration of the annotated
themes and rhemes:
T1 —— R1
T2(=R1) —— R2
Based on the above discussion, the three major modes
of information flow in the co-text of the interrogative
mood metaphor are summarized in the following figure.

Figure 1. The three modes of information flow in the co-text of interrogative mood metaphor
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6. Conclusions
Drawn on the TP pattern theory, this study investigated
the information flow of interrogative mood metaphor in
academic discourse. Parallel Progression and Intersection
Progression patterns are seldom applied in the co-text of
those interrogatives for the reason that the theme of
interrogatives (TS) does not contain any experiential
elements (participant/circumstance/process) that can be
related to the TS-1, TS+1, and RS+1. Another possible
explanation of the lower utilization of intersection
progression is that it produces an uneven flow of
information, which is not suitable to perform a logical,
coherent and informative scientific report. Instead,
concentrated and constant progression are better choices
for academic authors. In the mood metaphor (S) and the
sentence before it (S-1), concentrated progression
frequently occurs because interrogative metaphors often
serve as the explanation or enforcement of S-1, which
connects the rhemes of two sentences. In the S and S+1,
according to the communicative purposes of academic
authors, two TP patterns are assigned with different
missions. Concentrated progression appears for the reason
that the academic authors tend to emphasize the source of
information when answering the metaphorical questions.
However, constant progression is a better choice in the
situation that writers emphasize the information itself
when explaining a concept to readers since it is the easiest
pattern for readers to connect the information in co-text.
Apart from increasing comprehensibility, constant
progression serves the function of emphasizing the
significance of the “question” in the sense that it
constructs an information path (RS=TS+1) for the authors to
evaluate the questions.
Based on the results and discussions of this study, there
are some implications of the current study. Firstly, this
study has investigated how coherence is achieved by
mood metaphors in linguistic RAs from the perspective of
mood metaphor, which extends the applicable range of
mood metaphor as well as TP pattern. Besides, this study
contributes to improving second language learners’
abilities to comprehend and produce interrogative mood
metaphors in linguistic RAs. The TP patterns in S and S-1
reveal the way academic writers put forward metaphorical
expressions, and the TP patterns in S and S+1 show how
the authors answer the interrogative mood metaphor
naturally. Thus, it helps second language learners to better
construct coherence through interrogative mood
metaphors in their academic writings. Besides, the
examples show the flexible application of interrogative
mood metaphors in different situations based on authors’
needs. It is, therefore, beneficial for second language
learners to use different TP patterns effectively to
construct various functions of mood metaphor according
to their communicative purposes in their process of
academic writing.

As for the limitation of the study, it has to be
acknowledged that the present study only employed the
means of qualitative analysis. Thus, it is desirable for
further studies to adopt quantitative investigations to see
the coherent function of the metaphorical variant in a
large corpus.
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