Realising the Supernatural in Baba Malay Folktales: A Transitivity Analysis
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ABSTRACT
The examination of Baba Malay folktales enables further exploration of this endangered minority language and provides insight into Peranakan Chinese culture. This paper examines how supernatural elements are realised through linguistic choices in six Baba Malay folktales in the contemporary book Chrita-Chrita Baba (by Kenneth Y.K. Chan). Applying Halliday and Matthiessen’s transitivity analysis from Systemic Functional Linguistics, the texts were analysed to answer two research questions: 1) How are supernatural themes realised in the Baba Malay folktales through transitivity elements? and 2) What transitivity patterns are associated with supernatural characters in these folktales? First, we discuss characters, objects, actions and settings of supernatural relevance, according to the transitivity categories of participants, process and circumstance. The main participants were supernatural characters, including Penanggalan, Toyol and Antu, and human mediums, namely the Pawang, or Tangki. Sinjakala (twilight) and utan (the forest) were salient circumstance types in supernatural events. Next, transitivity analysis of clauses involving supernatural characters in subject position showed that the most frequent process types were material processes, with verbs such as pi (go), bikin (make) and kasi (give). The difference found in carrier and token participants, despite both being in relational clauses, suggested that the narrative describes, rather than defines the supernatural characters. The rare association of temporal and spatial circumstances with supernatural beings, also shows their otherworldly nature. This study contributes to the literature on Baba Malay and Peranakan Chinese culture, by describing Baba Malay vocabulary and transitivity patterns related to supernatural elements in folktales.
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