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According to Halliday and Matthiessen (2004:228), the ergative model of process-participant constellations is increasing in Modern English. The ergative model includes a one-participant configuration with the Medium as the core participant (The door opens) and a two-participant configuration with an Actor and a Medium (Paul opens the door). The two alternatives are paradigmatically related. The ergative one-participant structure has been described as particularly functional for science genres, offering a different perspective of experience than the transitive system, which typically depicts man as outside the nature, or matter, he acts on (Goatly 1996). This perspective can be referred to as the ergative perspective.

In contrast to English, ergative one-participant structures are not as common in Norwegian and Swedish, but typically correspond to verbal structures with the reflexive (Norw seg/Sw sig) and/or an s-form ambiguous between passive and middle meanings (e.g. cells part corresponds to celler deler seg (cells divide REFL) or celler deles (cells divide PASS) (cf. Lyngfelt 2007; Nordrum in preparation). This difference poses interesting questions for contrastive comparisons of the three languages, both at the level of lexicogrammar and the level of discourse. Important questions are whether it is possible to talk about an ergative perspective in Norwegian and Swedish, and which Scandinavian forms can be found corresponding to the English ergative one-participant structure.

Exploring these issues, this study investigates the rhetorical functions of the ergative one-participant construction in five research articles in medicine in English, and compares and contrasts this analysis with five comparable original texts in both Swedish and Norwegian. All the articles have the traditional Introduction, Method, Result, and Discussion (IMRaD) design of scientific discourse, and are written by native speakers. An important sub-question is whether the strong position of English as the lingua franca of science can be seen as “shining through” (Teich 2003) in Norwegian and Swedish research articles as regards the ergative perspective, even in original texts. As a method, the study tests the usefulness of the UAM tool for corpus analysis (O’Donnell 2008) in creating and annotating a small corpus for discourse-based comparative research of discipline-specific text.
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