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ABSTRACT 

 
In many languages, the more concrete spatial concepts generally serve as the 

foundation for expressing the more abstract temporal concepts. Isbukun Bunun, an 
Austronesian language of Taiwan, has complex spatial and temporal systems and it is 
found that two deictic spatial concepts, namely proximal (+visible) and nonproximal 
(+/-visible), underlie not only its spatial system but also its temporal system. The 
nonproximal distance may be further divided into medial (+visible) and distal 
(-visible). These two spatial concepts are prevalent in Isbukun nouns, pronouns, 
spatial verb prefixes, determiner suffixes, verbs, conjunctions (mais ‘when (present)’ 
vs. masa ‘when (past)’), tense and aspect. This paper aims to construct the complex 
Isbukun spatial and temporal systems in terms of proximal and nonproximal spatial 
concepts (Tanz 1971; Clark 2000), the moving-ego and moving-time metaphors 
(Clark 1973; Traugott 1975; Huang 1977; Jeng 1985; Evans & Green 2006), the 
concept of absolute tense (Comrie 1985; Jeng 1999), Lakoff & Johnson’s (1980; 1999) 
and Lakoff’s (1987) concepts of cognitive categories and the embodied mind.    

In Isbukun Bunun, while generic nouns have no determiner suffixes, specific 
nouns must be indicated as proximal and visible (marked by –an/–in) or nonproximal 
(marked by -a: medial (visible) or distal (invisible)). The same distinction is also 
found in third person pronouns: sain/sian/sa-ian (this/he/she) is always proximal and 
visible (see Zeitoun 2000: 72), whereas sa-ia (he/she/it) is nonproximal (medial 
(visible) or distal (invisible)). These various ranges of distance are also demonstrated 
in spatial verbs: “isaincin” (here: proximal); “adaiza” (there: medial); “idaiza” (over 
there/far away: distal). Thus, spatial distance from the viewpoint of the speaker plays 
an important role in Isbukun spatial conceptualization and is manifested in its 
morphosyntax.  

The proximal/nonproximal dichotomy applies to Isbukun temporal 
conceptualization as well. Isbukun has a four-tense system based on the moving-ego 
metaphor with “here and now” as its point of departure heading toward the future in 
the front and leaving the past in the back (absolute tense): “hanup” (hunt: present/ 
unmarked), “hinanup” (hunted: recent past/marked by the infix -in-), “hininanup” 
(hunted: remote past/marked by the infix -inin-) and “nahanup” (hunt: future/marked 
by the prefix na-). The present tense represents a present proximal and visible event; 



the recent past tense, a recent nonproximal and invisible (medial) event; the remote 
past, a remote nonproximal and invisible (distal) event. And the future tense marker 
na- indicates an event yet to happen in the future.  

Moreover, future temporal expressions are generally marked by the perfect 
aspect suffix -in, which when used as a verbal suffix has both the meanings of 
“completion of an action or a state” and “an action or a state to come”. It is our 
hypothesis that the second sense gives rise to the concept of futurity in temporal 
expressions with this suffix. Some parallel pairs of the contrast between past and 
future temporal expressions include: habas ‘in the past’ vs. habasin ‘in the future’; 
sangan ‘a moment ago’ vs. sanganin ‘a moment later’; katavin ‘last year’ vs. 
katavinin (next year). What is involved in these expressions is the moving-time 
metaphor, with the past in the front and the future in the back. For example, 
“pinunmas-anpainsanan tu tanangaus” (literally “ten years in front”, meaning “ten 
years ago”) vs. “punmas-anpainsananin” (literally “ten years to come”, meaning “ten 
years later”). And this moving-time metaphor is the very cognitive model on which 
the Isbukun aspect system is built, which distinguishes four aspects: “hanup” 
(hunt:simple/unmarked), “hanupin” (has hunted: perfect/marked by the suffix -in), 
“hahanup” (frequently hunt/hunting: repetitive/marked by reduplication of the CV of 
the penultimate mora), and “hanupang” (still hunting: durative/marked by the suffix 
-ang). 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



References: 
Clark, Herbert H. 1973. Space, time, semantics, and the child. In Cognitive 

Development and the Acquisition of Language, ed. T. E. Moore, pp. 27-63. 
New York: Academic Press. 

Clark, Marybeth. 2000. Deixis and anaphora and prelinguistic universals. Oceanic 
Linguistics Special Publications 29: 46-61. 

Comrie, B. 1985. Tense. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 
Evans, Vyvyan and Melanie Green. 2006. Cognitive Linguistics: An Introduction. 

Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press. 
Huang, Shuanfan. 1977. Space, time and the semantics of LAI and QU. In 

Proceedings of Symposium on Chinese Linguistics, July 14-16, eds. Robert L. 
Cheng, Ying-chi Li, and Ting-chi Tang, pp. 53-66.  

Jeng, Hengsyung. 1985. Time and culture: syntactic devices for marking time in 
English and Chinese. Presented at International Conference on Cross-Cultural 
Communication, Seoul, Korea. 

Jeng, Hengsyung. 1999. Bunun tense and aspect. In Selected Papers from the Eighth 
International Conference on Austronesian Linguistics, eds. Elizabeth Zeitoun 
and Paul Jen-kuei Li, pp. 455-486. 

Lakoff, G. 1987. Women, Fire and dangerous Things. Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press. 

Lakoff, G. and M. Johnson. 1980. Metaphors We Live By. Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press. 

Lakoff, G. and M. Johnson. 1999. Philosophy in the Flesh. NewYork: Basic Books. 
Tanz, Christine. 1971. Sound symbolism in words relating to proximity and distance. 

Language and Speech 14 (3): 266-276. 
Traugott, Elizabeth. 1975. Spatial expressions of tense and temporal sequencing: a 

contribution to the study of semantic fields. Semiotica 15 (3): 207-230. 
Zeitoun, Elizabeth (齊麗莎). 2000.《布農語參考語法》台北：遠流出版社。 


