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Abstract

In RRG, the grammatical categories of tense, mood and aspect are 
characterized as  operators  with scope over different  parts  of the 
layered structure of the clause (LSC). RRG also posits a rigid order 
of such operators with respect to the predicating element, including 
the  relative  ordering:  tense/status  >  deontic  modality>  aspect. 
However  the  English  be going  to construction,  which  has  been 
characterized as a future tense operator, has variable surface scope. 
In  addition,  in  some  (but  not  all)  utterances,  going  to encodes 
various meanings in addition to expressing future time reference. 
In  this  paper  I  argue  that  variation  in  the  scope  of  going  to 
correlates with semantic differences. Specifically, when going to is 
within the scope of one or more operators it functions as a nucleus, 
rather than a tense operator, and exhibits semantic retention, that is, 
hearers recover its conceptual semantic content. Conversely, when 
going  to has  one  or  more  operators  within  its  surface  structure 
scope  it  functions as  a  tense  operator  and  semantic  retention  is 
impossible. Finally, if there are no other operators either within the 
scope of going to or that have going to within their scope, going to 
may  function  as  a  tense  operator,  unless  it  exhibits  semantic 
retention, in which case it is only analyzable as a nucleus.

1 I  am  grateful  to  Ranko  Matasovic  and  Björn  Wiemer  for  suggesting 
improvements  and  corrections  to  this  paper;  I  bear  sole  responsibility  for  any 
remaining errors.
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1. Introduction

One of the stated aims of RRG is to explain how the same form may have 
different functions (Foley & Van Valin 1980: 330). The English be going 
to construction has various functions. In the following utterances,  all of 
which can also be pronounced using the reduced form gonna, it conveys 
‘current relevance’ (1), prior intention (2B), and inevitability (3), and in 
(4)  it  functions  as  a  marker  of  futurity  without  any  of  the  previous 
meanings. 

(1) Singh said, ‘I think there is going to be a storm.’ (Brisard 2001: 
265)

(2) A: ‘Can somebody visit John tomorrow?’ 
B: ‘I’m going to visit him.’ (Nicolle 1997: 355)

(3) Don’t go near that parcel! It’s going to explode! (Nicolle 1997: 
356)

(4) Easter is going to be in April next year.

None of these meanings can be cancelled (unlike many of the meanings 
associated  with  will)  which  indicates  that  they  are  (at  least  in  part) 
semantically  encoded  rather  than  being  entirely  pragmatically  inferred; 
that is, they are not implicatures. In Nicolle (1998a, b) I showed that  be 
going  to has  all  the  necessary  characteristics  of  a  future  tense,  but  an 
analysis of be going to in purely temporal terms (as a grammatical marker) 
fails  to  account  for  the  meanings  in  (1)  to  (3),  and  the  fact  that  such 
meanings are not always recovered. For this reason, I argued that be going 
to also exhibits ‘semantic retention’, i.e. it has residual conceptual content.

According  to  Relevance  Theory,  tense  markers  encode  procedural 
information.  Within  this  framework,  Blakemore  (1998)  proposed  that 
linguistic  expressions  can  encode  either  conceptual  information,  which 
contributes  to  the  conceptual  representations  that  undergo  inferential 
computations, or procedural information, which increases the salience of a 
particular  kind  of  inferential  computation.  Blakemore  was  primarily 
concerned  with  non-truth  conditional  meaning,  but  Wilson  &  Sperber 
(1993) suggested that procedural information can also contribute to truth-
conditional  meaning  by constraining  the  inferences  required  to  recover 
explicatures  (i.e.  propositions  expressed),  as  in  the  case  of  pronouns. 
Nicolle  (1998b)  argued  that  markers  of  tense,  aspect and  modality are 
similarly procedural, and hence that grammaticalization involves a change 
from conceptual to procedural encoding. Since be going to functions as a 
grammatical marker with residual conceptual content, it must encode both 
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procedural  and  conceptual  information.  Brisard  (2001:  275)  came  to  a 
similar conclusion within the framework of Cognitive Grammar when he 
stated that periphrastic constructions, such as be going to, might well be in 
an intermediate stage of grammaticalization. What this means is illustrated 
in figure 1:

Figure 1 

Lexical construction             be going to Grammatical marker 
(e.g. movement verb)    (e.g. future tense)  

Conceptual information        
(encoded) 

Inferred information    Procedural infor- 
       mation (encoded) 

In  RRG the  grammatical  categories  of  tense,  mood and aspect are 
characterized as operators with scope over different parts of the layered 
structure of the clause (LSC). Tense (along with evidentials, realis-irrealis 
status, and illocutionary force) has scope over the clause, deontic modality
(along with  participant  directionals,  distributives  and  internal  negation) 
has  scope  over  the  core,  and  aspect (along  with  negation  and  non-
participant directionals) has scope over the nucleus. For Van Valin and La 
Polla (1997: 49), “One of the major motivations for this scheme is that 
operators virtually always occur in the same linear sequence with respect 
to the predicating element.” The predicted order of operators  works for 
will,  which Van Valin and La Polla (1997: 41) characterize as a future 
tense,2 but  going to has various surface scope relations. In (5),  have left 
consists  of  the  predicate  LEAVE  plus  the  perfect,3 and  if  the  order 
predicted in RRG is to be preserved, then  going to must function as an 

2 I would prefer to characterize will as a status operator in line with the analysis in 
Nicolle  (1998a),  but  this  does  not  affect  my  point:  will has  constant  surface 
structure scope relative to other operators.
3 I have refrained from calling the perfect an ‘aspect’, as an anonymous referee 
pointed out that the perfect is not a real aspect gram. In fact, the form have _en 
functions  either  as  a  tense operator  or  as  an aspect  operator,  depending on its 
relative  scope  within  a  clause.  English  and  mainland  Scandinavian  languages 
disallow the co-occurrence of the present perfect and punctual temporal adverbials,  
so in examples such as (i) have _en functions as a past tense marker, rather than as 
a perfect since the corresponding sentence minus may is (ii) rather than (iii):

(i) She may have seen John last night.
(ii) She saw John last night.
(iii) * She has seen John last night.
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operator with wider scope than have left. In this case, going to functions as 
a future tense marker. In Reichenbachian terms, the perfect is (E_R) (event 
time  precedes  reference  time)  and  future  tense  is  (S_R)  (speech  time 
precedes  reference  time) which means that  (5)  would be interpreted  as 
(S_R).(E_R). Note that this correctly predicts that (5) says nothing about 
the relation between the event time and the speech time. In (6) on the other 
hand, going to is within the scope of a perfect operator (have _en) and so 
cannot be characterized as a tense operator without violating the order of 
operators predicted by RRG. This interpretation is supported by the fact 
that the reduced form,  gonna, which indicates the occurrence of a more 
grammaticalised form of the going to construction, can be used in (5) but 
not in (6).

(5) She’s going to/gonna have left.
(6) She has been going to/*gonna leave.

2. Proposal

RRG allows the same form to function as different kinds of operator. For 
example,  may can function both as a status operator  with scope over a 
clause when it expresses possibility, and as a deontic modal operator with 
scope  over  the  clausal  core  when  expressing  possibility.  John  Roberts 
(p.c.) has pointed out that may can also function as an illocutionary force 
operator expressing a wish or a hope, as in May she rest in peace. I want 
to suggest  something similar for  be going to,  namely that  it  sometimes 
functions as  a  tense  operator  (with  clausal  scope)  and  sometimes as  a 
clause nucleus. 

These  structural  differences  have  important  functional  or  semantic 
correlates. I will show that when  going to is within the scope of one or 
more operators it is therefore part of the ‘top layer’ of the LSC, namely a 
clause nucleus, rather than being a tense operator. In this case, be going to 
exhibits semantic retention, that  is, hearers recover conceptual  semantic 
content of the kind illustrated in (1) to (3). Conversely, when going to has 

The string  may have  been is  required  because  may cannot  be  followed  by an 
inflected  form  of  a  verb.  (Disallowed  co-occurrence  of  present  perfect  and 
punctual  temporal  adverbials  is  not  a  feature  of  other  Germanic  and  Romance 
languages however, and so should not be seen as a universal test for the category 
PERFECT.) In examples  (5) and (6) however,  have _en functions as an aspect 
operator because it is within the scope of a tense operator in (5) and potentially 
contrasts with past tense was in (6) (‘She was going to leave.’).
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one or  more  operators  within its  surface  structure  scope (and does not 
occur  within  the  scope  of  any  other  operator)  it  functions  as  a  tense 
operator and semantic retention is impossible. Finally, if there are no other 
operators either within the scope of going to or that have going to within 
their scope,  going to may function as a tense operator, unless it exhibits 
semantic  retention,  in  which case it  is  analyzable  as  part  of the clause 
nucleus.  Crucially  for  this  analysis,  semantic  retention  always occurs 
when  going to has narrow surface structure scope, and only  sometimes 
occurs  when it  has  wide  surface  structure  scope.  I  shall  illustrate  each 
possible scenario in turn.

2.1 Interpretation of going to with narrow scope

In example (6) (‘She has been going to leave’), going to has narrow scope. 
In this example going to exhibits semantic retention in that it encodes the 
notion of prior intention: ‘for  a period of time up to and including the 
moment of speech, the subject has had the intention to leave some place’. 
An interpretation in which going to expresses ‘plain’ future time reference 
is just not possible, and so going to should not be characterized as a tense 
operator.  Instead,  I  claim  that  (6)  involves  core  cosubordination  with 
going functioning as a predicate.  This is represented in figure 2 below. 
Note that by treating going as a predicate rather than as a tense operator, it 
is marked for progressive, which is in line with the interpretation of (6) as 
expressing the proposition that the subject has had the intention to leave 
for some time up to and including the moment of speech. Note also that 
(6)  involves  core  rather  than  nuclear  juncture;  since  the  going  to 
construction  in  (6)  encodes  conceptual  semantic  information  (prior 
intention) it should be treated as a predicate in its own core, and, as John 
Roberts has pointed out to me (p.c.), aspectual adverbs such as completely 
which take the nucleus as scope cannot take going to within their scope:

(7) Ruth had been going to completely hide the cash.
(8) * Ruth had completely been going to hide the cash.4 

4 Note that completely is infelicitous at any position before to, and not just before 
been.
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Figure 2    SENTENCE 
 
      CLAUSE 
 
        CORE 
 
 
 
  CORE        CLM  CORE 
 
 
   ARG     NUC    NUC 
 
    PRED   PRED 
 
     NP       V      V 
 
     She has      been    going          to    leave 
 
        V 
 
 
              ASP        NUCLEUS 
 
      ASP            NUCLEUS 
 
    CORE 
 
          TNS             CLAUSE 
   
   IF              CLAUSE 
 
             SENTENCE 
 

Also, I have treated (6) as a case of core cosubordination (rather than 
core  coordination)  since  the  cores  share  a  single  argument  (she).  The 
infinitival core (to leave) is similar to that in clauses like  she wanted to  
leave in  that  it  is  semantically  an  argument  of  the  matrix  core  but 
syntactically does not behave as an argument (compare (9a) and (10a)). 
The only possible second syntactic argument is a locative (PP) as in (10b), 
but in this case go can only function as a motion verb:
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(9) a. * It was to leave that she wanted.
b. It was money that she wanted.

(10) a. * It was to leave that she has been going.
b. It was to Dublin that she has been going.

2.2 Interpretation of going to with wide scope

In example (5) (‘She’s going to have left’) going to takes wide scope over 
the perfect operator in have left and therefore functions as a (future) tense 
operator  rather  than  as  a  predicate.  It  also  can  not  exhibit  semantic 
retention in this sentence. The structure of (5) is illustrated in figure 3:

Figure 3            SENTENCE 
 
              CLAUSE 
 
    CORE 
 
  ARG    NUC 
 
      PRED 
 
   NP       V 
 
  She   is       going to       have   left 
 
         V 
 
               ASP        NUCLEUS 
 
       CORE 
 
         TNS              CLAUSE 
  
           IF               CLAUSE 
 
               SENTENCE 
 
Note that there are not two tenses here, namely present tense on  is and 
future on  going to. English has two morphological tenses: past and non-
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past, and I take is to be non-past here. Future is subsumed by non-past, but 
since future is more specific than non-past, non-past is in a sense trivial or 
redundant here and so is not represented. The situation is very different 
when was or were are used. Consider (11) which is the past tense version 
of (4) :

(11) Easter was going to  be in  April  next  year  (but  now they 
have changed the calendar).

 
According to my analysis, going to is now within the scope of a past tense 
operator and must therefore exhibit semantic retention and not function as 
a tense operator itself. The parenthesis (‘but now they have changed the 
calendar’)  cancels  the notion of  intention (the date of Easter  had been 
planned) that did hold once but now no longer holds. That is, there can be 
no ‘pure future’ (or ‘pure prospective’) reading; (11) can only express a 
previously existing state of affairs, i.e. the intention or plan to have Easter  
on a certain date. The fact that the planned date of Easter was in the future 
relative to the reference time (when the plan or intention was made) allows 
the existence of the state of affairs [Easter be in April next year]  to be 
inferred, but of course this inference (but not the fact that the intention 
existed) can be cancelled, as the parenthesis demonstrates. Thus (4) and 
(11) have the following structures:

(4') Easter is going to [be in April] next year.
IF TNS     

(11') Easter was      [going to be in April] next year.
IF, TNS

2.3 Interpretation of going to with indeterminate scope

What happens when going to occurs both within the scope of an operator 
(or operators) and has an operator (or operators) within its scope? Recall 
that in figure 2,  going to, which was within the scope of a perfect, was 
viewed as a predicate (going) within its own core plus a clause-linkage 
marker (to) which links this core to another containing the predicate leave. 
It is quite possible for the second clause in such a construction to have its 
own  operators  (obviously  at  core  and  nucleus  level  only),  as  in  the 
following example:

(12) She was going to have left.
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Here,  was provides  a  past  tense  operator  with  clausal  scope;  going is 
therefore a predicate with progressive aspect, and to functions as a clause-
linkage  marker  which  links  the  core  containing  going and  the  core 
containing  have left. However, in contrast to  leave in example (6),  have  
left is  an anterior  infinitive,  consisting of  a core containing a predicate 
LEAVE plus a perfect  operator.  The interpretation of (12) is consistent 
with this analysis: at some time in the past (past operator encoded by was) 
the subject (she) had the intention (encoded by  going) to leave at some 
time prior  to a contextually determined reference time (e.g.  ‘two hours 
ago’,  ‘before  five o’clock’,  etc.).  (12) is  therefore  an example of core-
cosubordination, just as (6) is (as illustrated in figure 2) but in this case the 
operator projection of the second core contains a perfect operator.

The final scenario is one in which be going to occurs without any other 
operator (apart from the redundant non-past operator) in the same clause. 
In this case I suggested (Nicolle 1998b) that be going to may function as a 
tense operator (as in example (4)), unless it exhibits semantic retention (as 
in examples (1) to (3)), in which case it is analyzable as a predicate. In 
accordance  with  the  search  for  optimal  relevance,  I  proposed  that  the 
default  interpretation  in  clauses  where  there  is  no other  operator,  is  to 
interpret  be  going  to as  a  (future)  tense  operator.  This  is  because, 
according to Relevance Theory, the purpose of procedural information is 
to reduce processing effort, and so procedural information will always be 
recovered  and  used  in  the  interpretation  process.  However,  conceptual 
information  is  also  accessed  (or  ‘activated’),  and  if  the  procedural 
information encoded  by  be going  to does  not  yield  adequate  cognitive 
effects on its own, this conceptual information is  recovered and used in 
the interpretation process. This is illustrated in figure 4 which is a flow 
chart  representing  the  interpretation  process  of  an  utterance  in  which 
going to is the only operator.5

5 The  shading  in  the  final  box  indicates  that  this  stage  is  not  required  for 
comprehension. According to Relevance Theory, if this part of the interpretation 
process does not contribute to the relevance of the utterance, it should not actually 
occur, since processing should cease once adequate cognitive effects  have been  
derived.

© 2008 Steve Nicolle

9



Scope and the Functions of be going to

Figure 4

3. Summary

This study has demonstrated that the scope of be going to relative to other 
operators in a clause provides a strong indication of its function in the 
clause. When going to has the widest scope of all the operators in a clause, 
it cannot be analyzed as part of a nucleus and so functions obligatorily as a 
tense operator. This means that only procedural (tense) information can be 
accessed,  and  any  interpretation  in  which  be  going  to might  exhibit 
semantic  retention  is  blocked  (this  was  illustrated  in  example  (5)  and 
figure 3). 

Conversely,  when  going  to is  within  the  scope  of  a  tense  operator 
and/or  any core  or  nucleus  level  operator,  RRG predicts  that  it  cannot 
function as a tense operator, and so the procedural information which it 
encodes  is  bypassed  and  the  hearer  directly  recovers  the  conceptual 
information also encoded by going to (this was illustrated in examples (6), 
(11) and (12) and in figure 2). 

Finally,  if  there  are  no  other  tense,  core  level,  or  nuclear  level 
operators in a clause, be going to is interpreted as a future tense operator. 
If  this interpretation fails to yield adequate cognitive effects,  Relevance 
Theory predicts that the conceptual information encoded by be going to is 
recovered. Theoretically,  going to can then be reanalyzed as a predicate, 
i.e.  a  nucleus  within  its  own  core,  but  in  actual  online  utterance 
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interpretation this does not happen because adequate cognitive effects can 
be obtained by recovering the semantic content of  going to without the 
need to reconstruct syntactic structure. 

Since utterance interpretation depends on both the linguistic form of an 
utterance  and  cognitive  (that  is,  inferential)  processes,  it  is  only  to  be 
expected that RRG, which explains the range of functions associated with 
a  given  linguistic  form,  and  Relevance  Theory,  which  explains  the 
cognitive  processes  underlying  the  selection  of  a  particular  function, 
provide complementary insights into the nature of utterance interpretation.
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