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ABSTRACT
Although the'mature of topicalisation is complex and

cannot be easily separated from considerations of syntactic stru:ture
and sentence focus,snalysts of language usage has indicated that'
topicalisation is more a stylistic than a syntactic process.

'Topicalisation refers to moving a noun phrase (NP) into the initial
# position, of a sentence. Examples of language use demonstrate.that.
speakers and writers often use passive constructions as part of their
rhetorical strategies because; the passive allows eovement of NPs into
virtually any 'position within the etntence. The.apparent ease with
which liPscan be topicalised teems to have less to do with the .

Sistiections between old end new infortation than with packaging the
tnformation so that it is proceased and inteipreted by the audience
'in ways that favor the aOtivations of the speaker/writer. Even the
syntactic configurations characteristic of "objective" prose enable
sisple'transfOrmations of VPs that'systesatically suppess agency,
which ir another way of santpulating audience response. Vhat this
evidence indicates ii that syntactic rules exist because they favor
certain descriptions of the world ovor others: thus, any atteipt to
construct a grammar based on "cies" *illations as solehow inherent in
the construction of sentences is not only doomed to failure but
abdicates tbe responsibility.of discovering how sentences come to be

\produced and interpreted. MI
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Tema years, linguists bat: biiun Weipand their analyses of

sy'stactic metes and to explore the ways in which these rules operate to

structure, or "package," the Information content of sentelUes. To date,

sest.of them* dons has bass concentrated,lon the various potential roles

thai noun phrases (8Ps) ars assigned in., sentence and the interaction

between their surface structure position and the intsrPretation processes

'Si the hinter. It is now generally agreed that the label "subject," as a

term, reitlerring to an NP function in a sentence, is not'descriptivaly

adequatf. Instead, we find a proliferationof iterms'used to designate the

various, complex roles of the initial EP of,a- sentences topic, theme,

agent, surface subject, and logical subject. In this marl will referzti/

ths first IP in a sentence or clause as thole:a, and to the syntactic

procesi that moves an LP into initial position as tonicalization.,/'
.

It is my purpose here to examine examples of language nsi: which challenge

ths assumption that und7lies mist of tee work done in,tfie area of topical-
/

isatton, namely, that a speaker makes choices in thi structuring of a

messasegaa in the "bast interests" of the hearer. This description naively

/casts the speaker In a discourse context as a "benevolent dictator" who seeks

only to accommodate the nessage to what s/he imagines to be "temporary states

of the addressee's mind" (Chafe, 1976: 28)9 and assumes that it is always

the speaker's purpose to provide maximum information structured in such a

,way that the hearer can interpret the massage with maximum ease. Furthermore,

ay data suggest that tonicalixation is not a grammatical process, asr many

suppose, but a stylistic process, a choice that is based more on tha rhetorical

purposes of the speaker than it is on consideration for the listener.

The observation that the syntactic rules of Enlgish produce both

am/iguous and/or unintarpretable sentences that are fully grammatical is a
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II.

4111110WASCO in discussions of lingulitic structire (Stanley, 1979). We

also bite adequate evidene that specific syntactic rules produee sentences

that contain little or no information for the hearer, such as the truncated.

waft (Stanley, 1973; Stanley and Robbins, 1978). Is topicalisatimm

merely allommdms-preservtng" syntactic rale that moves "old" information

inte sentence-initial position, es is it a rhatoricallywoottvated stylistic

rule that enables composers to move viz NP to the bepinning of a sentence

so thot the addressee is encouraged to accept whatever information the RP

carries as "old" or "given"? It is, inlact, the passive construction that

bag served to emphasize to us the importance 'of topicalization because it

permits us to topicalize the object of the verb and to "demote" the agent

SP to eentence focus position or delete it entirely. The generally-accepted

description of the "rhetorical" purpOse of the WP.shift executed by the

passive rule proposes that the object of the verb is fronted because it is

"old" information, while the agent is m;ed into focus position because it

is "nee information. The rhetorical potentials of the passive construction

are, however, much richer than the literature admits. The.quotations in

\,

Part I illustrate some of the more common syntactic variations permitted by

the passive construction, and their.different effects suggest that the

moistens MP positions made poesible by the passive transformation have little

.er nothing to do with simplistic notions about "old" and "new" information.

I. a. 11, their teachers, girls are rated higher in Language
development than boys.

b. ,Dv them, Cill'es de Paris was declared guilty of Satanism,'

soriery, and apootasy, and there and then handed over to
, the civil arm . . .

(Montague Summers, "Introduction" to the 1928 edition of
:The Malleus Maleficarum, xvi.)

4



4. By its world around me I am pressweed to give Up ay children.

(Article. in Lesbian Connection IV (May 1978),

4. Dialects can bv lintuists, be classifi'ed and divided.

o I mute get bold of some real language that's kl.r.ida used.

f In 1315, during the brief reign of Louis X, the oldest sou
of fillip /V, vas hanged Enguerrand de Marigny, Chamberlain,
pin counsellor, and chief favourite of Philip, vhom, it vas'
alleteds he had bewitched to gain the royal favour.

(Montague Summers, Milieus Malaficarum, 1948 editions p. vi.)

ConneCted now with m na in anxiet about vtat the Biffins
were going to.think of ma was the huge problem of Christian.

(Irle.Mhrdoch, The Slack Prince; p. 31.)

.b4 To London even more generally than to Oxford were drawn people
from different parts of the country.

It'a something to ,be dona.bv tot me.

J. Was she (Chris] cut by the cruel injustice. . .? Was she
strack by the amusing irony .? Was she despaired by the
world's rejoicing. . .?

(Chris Costuar Sizemore, I'm Eve,.p. 353.)

The variety of positions available for all of the NPs in these examples

suggest that both topicalizatio" and focus are less connected vith any

putative "hierarchy of accessibility" (Xeenan and Comrie, 1972) or inter-

pretability criterion than they are with the speaker's rhetorical purposes.

lesiences a-e, fot example, are usially said to illustrate "contrastive

sentence focus" (Chafe, 1976)1 that the agent demoted to focus positiSa

by the operation of.the passive rule is moved later into sentenCe -initial

posiiion and thus brought into contrastive focus with,the object of the

verb, which has become the topic. In g., it lithe entire VP, usually

regarded as the "comment," that has been topicalised; in h. it is the complex

adverb of place that has bien fronted. In sentence i. ve see the passive

- 3 -



most Ss fume peettion, but the isolation of Beit serves °to place it in

entrastive focus to some.other unnamed individual. In j., vs have an

insensitive verb passivized,was,desvaired, something regarded as .an

°impossibility" in linguirities. It is this last'sequence in j. and the

o ompliaated sentence in f. that say shed.some ligbt on the importance

of the speaker's motivations or the "packaging" of infOrmation for the

bearer.

Ite must ark, for example, why an "unacceptable" sentence like the

"motion, "Was sie despaired by the world's rejoicing?," should not only

0004 into existence but, probably, go unresarked upon by a majority of

the readers of the book from which it was taksn? The answer, I would

suggeit, lies in the structure of the preceding material in the quotation;

in which we find two fully grammatical passivired questions, "fts she cut"

and "Was she struck." Mbat ve have is a series of rhetorical questions

directed to the reader of the book in vgich she is the tOpic f tiMi

( A

discourse context. The "correct," act!** version of the ques ion,7"Did

sbekdespair at the vorld's rejoicing?'" retains she as the topic, ard "the

world'e'rejoicing" remains in sintence focus position. It is not, sig;:',._

Chafe (1972, 1976) maintains, that she is given or "old" information in

the context, because the actiwe version would have served just as yell to

keep she in topic position.. It is, clrarly, th rhetorical sequenre of

parallel questions and the necessity to keep their structisrecidentical

that creator the possibility of a passivized intransitive verb. Here, one

might imoke the criterion of "ease of interpfetability" as a motivation

for the "unacceptable" construction, but it Would stillle necessary to

account for the specific interpretation forcedly the use,of the passivized

latransitive i.e., that the woman (Chris) referred to by she is cast as a



Walla bid* essetssetleaso a being sari acted Purrt than utias.

la tbe loss quotation fro* Montague Sumiers, in I.f., however, we will

love te admit the possibility of different rhetorical strategies in

operation; it is clear that "ease of interpretation" on the part of the

reader is not Summers' primary motivatioq. Nor are those relative clauses

the raeult of what Susumu Kuno (1970 has called "spo:ker empathy."

Summers' structuring of the message in this passage reflects only his

point of view, his bias. Consider, for example, the fact that the sentence

itself opens with a long adverb of time, not a topicalised object or agent

Win In fact, the.cliject MP, which should have been the topic of the

sentence, turns up in the position in which it would occur in the active

version of the sentence, after the verb, ions hanged. There can be only

eas reason for its position in this sentence: It sets up the appositive .

clause uhich contains the name og Philip, who becomes the object, togi
ef the last clause in the sentence, be (taterring back to Inguarrand de

illisny)luevittadtoaintheroalfavor. Notice that thii last

clause is also .the only active construction in the sentence, and its overt

*gently* MP is the "guilty party," suddenly .foregrounded for the reader.-:,,N

The only way that Summers could,have managed an active clause at this

point la the sentence was to place the antecedent in a truncated passive

after the verb, which then set up tha relative clause in which Philip is'

iSpicalised is the object of the yeti? bewitched. The additional embedded

mei:wised relative, Is vas alleged, although doubtless intended as a

caveat, with its dummy topic it and deleted agent(s), should serve to warn

us that we ars reading an extremely convoluted sentence consftlicted-inot-to_

g el;us maximum information or to make our interpretive process easier,

bitito present us mith the information Summers wants us to have in the order



IS Web be vents us to process it.. ,

2be senesces in Part I demonstrate that speakers and writers use thi

passive construction to further different rhetorical strategies *because the

pessivitsmammult possible to uo .4 all of the NPn in a given sentence tato

virtually El position vithie the sentence. The first example of Part II

illustrates a stid-spesch shift that detopicalizes the passivized object

maltbocense of rhAtorinal considerations. 0

U. a. It appeared that the tigers were reacting to a drug they had
been injected with. . (pauke]... Mut had been injected in
them.

Ea this particular iantence, the zookesper who made the statement had at

least three ways of explaining whit had happened to the tigers, and he tried

two of them. There arc three cendidates for topicalization among the NPs

La the sentence, iat (referring to the tigers), a drui, And we or I

(depending on the actual rezponsibility /or administering the drug). In the

first version of the sentence tried out by tha sookeeper,16.4x,does appear

as the topic of the relative clause, but after,a-thaughtful vases, the

cookeeper decided to make the drug the topic and moved the pronoun referring

to the dead.tigers to focus position. Row does this shift in topic serve

specific rhetorical strategies of the zookeeper? In order to answer ,this

question fully, we must first,considar the third option for topical:atlas,

the one that the zookeeper rejected from tha bezinning, because the thi4

cholas sods by the speaker isn't at all obvious from the surface structure

f the utterance. If we return to the beginning of the sentence, ve notice

first that the topic of ths matrix sentence is it, the dummy topic left
4

behind by the extra-position transformation. Second, the predicate of the

matrix sentioce is 1221.,st which requires an experiences NP at some stage



is iti derivation. It is the deleted experiences of the verb mem

Wish could beve.been ale= atm or ail, that could have become the

'Mitt agent in the third version of the utterance available to the speaker,

.g., It speared to me/us that the tigers were reactins to.a drus Itwe had

,inJected them with. Notice, however, pitt, had the experiences surfaced

in the 'matrix sentence, the speaker would. have made overt the human agency

the death of the tigers, and the trumated.passive relative clause,

6.
with its agent deleted would have been less Mccessful because the

experiences of the matrix and the agent of.the embedded clause are undoubtedly

coreferential. We can now return to the queition regarding the efficacy of

the topic selected for tha relative clause. The truncated pasoive construction,

which remain: stable in both of tha speaker's versions of the sentenze,

Suppresses the.third candidate for topicalization, the agent/experiencer,

thus leaving only two remaining candidates for topicalization, the laminate

instrument, the drug, or the dead tigers themselves. .Civen these two cbdices,

it becomes clear why the sookleper chose to topicalize the instrument rather

than ;be dead tigers. Also of interest im,this example though, le tile

ironoun that in the second version, which has been substituted for its

antecedent, ,a drug, which apparently need not be rementioned in the revised

version of the sentence. If a listener missed the overt referenie to the

drug that killed the tigers La the initial vez ln of the sentence, s/he

'would learn little from the revision.

The apparent ease withwhich_virtual_y_anyte can be topicalized,

depending upon the rhetorical requirements of the speaker's situation, seems

to have less to do with Chafe's suggested distinction between "old" and

"new" information than it does with "packaging" information so that it is

processed abd interpreted by the hearer in ways that favor the speaker's



A

eStiwitises ever those of the listener.. In Mi., for exmaplo, the topic

shift has soothing to do with what is "old" or "new" information to the

listener, amd a peat deal to do with what the sookeeper_is trying to tide

fres the listening audience. In fact:'it is easier to maneuver such 214fts

la topic during speech, because the bowers must process and interpret

speech much wore quickly than thny do written.language and they say lose

ghat was said previously when the discourse takes an unexpecteeturn. °In

written discourse, however, shifts in topic can still be managed unobtrusively

as long as the shifti are carefully structurad. Consider, for example,

the sec:once of sentences in II.b.

U. S. Middle East berms are inherited. . .ANLAIELzattlyall,

jelLis glad of.that. ALTycLuth bequeathed a houseful of

,heevyweishts, did not always admire his father's choices.

In bygone years, the harem women were fed oils. Fat vas the

(Sioux City Journal, 7/8/79, £13)

Briefly, note that the topic of the first sentence ts "Middle East harems,"

while the topic'of the lest qentence is "fat." In order to trace the

development of the discourse that makes this change in subject seem "inevit-

able," consider the underlinid NPs'and their relationships. First, the

writer presents us with a truncated passive; the agent here, undoubtedly.

. either potentate, or father, bas-been deleted, although it will surfaie in

the next two sentences as a possessive. The topicalisid object of the

passive, "Middle East harems," is not "old" or "given" information as far

as the readers of the'newspaper are concerned; it is, in its own way,'tta

major _subject of the discourse itself, reappearing is the direct object of

passive in the third sentence, "a houseful of heavyweights," as the



Objent*boinse, in the matrix of the third sentence, and, finally, as "tba
,

lames loges," the topic Of the tourtii sentence, again by leans of a

geselye construction, again with the agent deleted. .It is important to note

Im.this example that the agents have been deleted, not Uncials they are

viknova, or "Irrelevant," or ."old" inforsiation.*: The agents_ basis been deleted.

because ths writer 1;aMts the reader to internalise only the information that

imam% available. The transition from focus to topic in the list two

sentences makes this strategic use of!structure very clear. The direct Object

of the fourth sentence, sabewhick is in "fetus" position, provides the tie-

in teat, the topic of the last sentence, aid the "idea" with which the

reader is left at the end of the discourse. The discourse precedent for both
#.

and fat occurs in the.embedded relative clause mentioned previously as

"heavyweights." Of interest here is' the condescending male tone that peivades

the discourse for of courses. thii passage is written as a "male interest"

piece. 'Although-we "know that harems consist largely, if not entirely of

viamin, the fact that the writer is talking about wimain doesn't surface'
. .

uktil the next-to-the-lase-sentence. Although the subject of the discourse

is specifically the heaviness of harem wimmin, milo-specific nouns dominate

fa sentences tvo aid three, and are the deleted agents of all three truncated

passive constructions. Thissentence is not'bisarre or strange or atypical;

it is standard, journalistic prose of the sortthurned out for consumption

eby its male readere(and most of.those Who have access to the:production. end

of the 'ladle 'lifetime that their audiences are male). This discourse was

*structured, not in accordance with some "hieiarchy of accessibility" tbat

requires an elaborate grammatical'explanstion, but to satisfy the writer's

superloilLty and to, share *Us smtignessiwith.his male readers. In order to
. .

read this passage without wincing, one.must, of course, already agree with



0 .
Ihisb shifts in topic don't always require truncated passives for their

Sttuatuts., Active constructions will do just as well, as II.c. demonstrates.

U. a. If you tell peoole, Portugal is Paraguay, and ou don't mislead
,thez111, believe m.

The syntactic structure of tbese three clauses is reletively simple, two It-

alia:sea conjoined, :ollowed by the requisite 1.11.1..n-clause. The topic of both

somdlicload elauses.is m. and the d.o. of both is people, replaced by the

pronoun them in its vecond occurrence. But in the third clause, the then-
\

clause, the Structural \relationship bEtween andpeople, is reversed; gm,
referring back to people,' has become the topic, and is IS now in focus..

position. Neither NP, however, can be said to be either. "old" or
,

information. The pronoun you is not in sentence focus position because it's

a.* information in the third clause, any more than it was in Viola position

in tbe first clause because it was old informition.. The sentence itself is

about telling lies, and the speaker produced a sentence that perfectly

. .

illustrates the process of lying: If you want 'people to believe what you're

saying, woVe Your NPs around; shift the topic and the focus, interchange

them. Anyone fist enouih to notice will only become confused and lose.the

thread of discourse altogether.

Although, as the preceding discussion suggests, the-nature of topicalisa-

tion is complex and cannot be easily separated froi considerations of syntactic'

structurend sentence focus, I hope that my analysis has indicated thit

topicalisation is a stylistie not a syntactic, process. I would like to

riggest that we lice dealing, not with isolated phenomena that occur with or

without design in specific stretches of discourse, but with the principle of

vanishing asency, a prdcess made possible because the syntactic rules of the

language have evolved in order to make it possible for writers/speakers to

44'

-'10



Ssestomtt satirisattenes in which there is no.agemey for the seam
described. Is this may, me have created, and continue to use, a.language

is mbish it is possible to utter (or mita) a great many words, giving the

sppesramae of substance, but villout saying anything vorti.vhile at all.

Ile eattsnces in fart III illustrate the many differeut kinds of syntactic

structure that erase agency in- centexts in which no one really wants to

sip a bear lobo, wetly, is risponsible for the actions, feelings, knowledge

usaribed fit the discoulp

a. Vas wow, hear me roar,,.
Im where te-ro-Tig to ignore,.

(Wen Reddy, "I am Woman")

'b. Waste centiliters ind. tray holders hive now been provided. at
ills exit. Tour .cooperation is appreciated.

(Sign posted in Andy'. Quik-Serve, Lincoln, Nebraska)

e. lior normal behavior; there are limits on- the extent to
mbicit discrimination and gleralization occur.

Ortcholosty Today)
-

The great difficulty, of coAirse, is in deciding how much
information need be _protected, and in settine standards to
*fine what say be kept secret and for how long.

Cpswiid Vise, The Politics of Lyins) sr

o ,It S. silo of interest to note that the greatest changes take
place in tbi first few years in tha now environment.

(11. S. Ideem, "Intelligence," Chap. 3 of Stability and Chantsp Rumen Characteristics)

It has been clecisioned that some form of unit rotation may
la a disireable objective. ..D.Recent CMC decisions have
alleviated tbe major inhibitors, aflovinit a fresh approach
and,,revaluation of alternative methods of, unit ,replacement

(Pros Public Doublespeek Newsletter)

5. TWaccommodate needs, for overtime which are identified as a
Tireitrrof the initiation of the procedures contained herein
during), the period of time necessary to' instiiiirillTernative



IIIIMItirtee MUSS, the tienkified

(imen public Deublesoeak Newsletter)

s

11 shouldn't depend on boy the person yes buried to determine
1*, they will ,be remembered.

(Stadast es' say)

2. Sams things have bum 'godd' during the evolutionary'hiatity
the species, and they may be used to induce people to behtire,gew 'the seed of others.' ..

CS. 11. Skinner, Saida Freedom and Dignity, p. 125)

2101 value is to be fount. in the soodal contingencies maintained
fer purposes 747;;;ERT7 It is an ethical or novel jraillirE;
the seise that ethos and mores refer to the customary practices
et a group..

J.
0

(S. IL gift*, Bernd Treedom'and Dignity, pp. 112-3)

As not difficult to see *hat 'is NTOUg In most-educational
emwironments, and muZir67 already been done to desi n materials
uttich make learning as easy as possib e and to construct contin.
genclia, in the classroom and elsewhere, whirrilivl=71tuients
powerful reasons for getting an education.

.

(S. F. Skinner, Beyond Freedom and Dignityj pp..150-7)

1. Racial Rreindice is the most obvious prejudice in today's world.

(Student essay)

a. j&is a desire so that homey come back.

(Student Gooey)

1114 Nel in the child, during discussions of mdsic and practice
-sees ns, to understand the importance of Music in her life
Is Amportant,

\

(Student essay)

ignoring for a moment the examples in 4., b., the-majority

f the sentences quoted in.this section
, . typify what most

loosely label as "objective" style. I say "loosely" because, in.spite of

the tact that other researchers have observed that this type of praise is

'obdraiaterised by passive constructions and .noninalisations of various kinds,

12
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to tbe test ally lasowledge so one his pointed dut.that suet sr:teals

Sesstructions share one importantistructural property: Thee remove agency.

Zs 4., for,exasple, we have no idea who has decided that something is

'difficult," who decides wiat someone will protect, who will set standards

As will keep which secrets ficom Whom, while in g. we sever discover whose

"seeds" have anonymously been "identified," who will "accommodate" them, wbo

initiated the procedures, who'determined the exact =tent of time "nncessary"

before some unnamed individual could "Institute". the procedures that would

mast the, once again, anonymously identifieci needs,of unspecified persons.

Without dwelling excessively on the specifii ways in which.agencyls

syntactically suppressed by the grammatical rules of English, rwould like

to emphasise that what we generally call'"the objective style" is not

objective at all; it'is clearly biased, and it serves the interests of those

lebo patsist'In writing it. AlOre importantly, it is the "target style" for

most of our students, wbo aspire to wriee someday as they have been taught

to believe they should. In III. a., for example, hardly anyone would

willingly describe Bolen Reddy's lyrics as "objective," yet there is no .

difference, syntactically, between her use of the-imperative and the

infinitive constructions. It is her "feminist" content that many listeners

find objectionable, but she is actually trying to be "objectilie." She demi

set tell us WHO she is implicitly addressing with the imperative "hear me,"

sor do we know from the syntax WHO mill be unable- "to ignore" our numbers.

Reddy, in an attempt not to sound inflammatory, has resorted to.the silence

imposed by invisible agency; 44 has surrendered, by, refusing to name the

enemy of wdmmin she addresses: .men end the vimmin allied with them. The

admonition of example b., taken as it Is from a restaurant Sign, illustrates

bow our minds makfleaps across the informational gaps left by the "impersonal,"



ladestiver style. In tha first sentence, we are told that the owners

bays thonibtfUlly placed garbage cans and tray holders next to the emit.-

Vs ate them gallantly thanked for our "cooperation." Between the two state-

seats. me have inferred that the owners expect us to put oursarbage In the

sams,.enr trays an the appropriate holder, as ws leave the restaurant. The

*veers tbank us in advance for supplying the appropriate inferences as well

as for compliance with their unspoken orders. Our students aspire to the

syntaCtic sterility of "objective" prose without having acquired adequate

mastery of iti complexities to execute it convincingly. Their lack of-

control, of the syntactic maneuvers required for maintaining the "impersonal"

style-is afidenced in examples h. and 1.-n. In Which we find an ill-fated

attempt at ii-extraposition, several hapless repetitions, and garble, in:

which the original intention of the.sentence has been lost.

.Thst'the syntactic configurations characteristic of "objective" prose
,

.1

are simply those transformations that systematically suppress agency 'in

sentences*can be seen clearly in the examples provided in Part Il.below.
.1

IT. a. The incest fgequently is precipitated by the vife by sexually
17WENTrig her spouse or recoilin in dis ust at his behaviors
and,orcesses (i.e., alcOholiam, infidelity, pedophilia

Oman: "No Comment," 7/79, p. 100)

Probably the next preludice was towards wimmin. Xerly humans,
learned thipt litatliA were not as physically strong as men and
therefore couldn't possibly be the equals of men. . .Therefore
241 started treating wimmin like any other possession.

1

(Student easay),

Tha rule Of grammar you speak of, which is to usi the masculine
pronoun when it applies to both male and female, was NOT devised
to put down women. And it is not likely to be chanetin' the i

interest of women's rights.

("Dear Aby" Olumn)

s
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4. begg ere hese to stay so let's make the best of Isue.

(Outdoor sign in Sioux City, Iwo, 1975)

S. irciapt Pillow assures greater %Arita joy and fulfillment:
u sated and modified according to suggestions of narriage couuse-

0 s, religious end medical. -Affords resiliency 4 adjustablt
,elevetion, for more sensitive ali nment.

(Ad fa Spencer's catalog, 1979)

, .

I. Written and directed by Abby Ma_ni. elp the miniseries could
. stir controversy over its Unflattering depiction, orrffe FBI
and the Kennedy Adiinistration. But there's no ,doubtink Paul

..,

Winfield's excellent performance in the title role,

("Tbe Screening &mu," TV Guide)

g. A March A ainst RA 4 vill be held on Monday, June 18, 1979.
us for the March to maks Lincoln's streets safe from

,asseult:

018 for Take Back the Night March)

The exanples in Part Noah. clear the relationship.betveen the suppression

of agency achieved by Inglish.syntactic rules and the process of topicalisa-

tips, tle subject with.vhich I began thil paper. Most, if not ell, of the

sentence:: in thiii section illustrate the construction of bias: The use of

syntactic constructione to create syntactic euphemisms. In IV. a., for

"exempla, the writer selected incest as the topic Cf"the senteace, and the
A

passive has moved the vife'to sentence focus position along vith bar ,

"ertmes": "frustrating" her husband and "recoiling".from his criminal

behaviors. The effect of the sentence, thus constructed, is to make the

cifs responsible for whatever ugly deeds her husband engages in. Rovever

beinous his crimes, hers is the varst: She drove him to it! The next

sequene, of sentences begins,vith.prejudice as the topic of the initial

sentence, then humans beccues the.setond topic, While women the object

of the pseudo-predicate towards in the first sentence, and the topic.of,the

embedded clause in the second. Although theltst that is"the topic of the

.."15 -
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. Ian eastamta Is potentially sabiguous, it can-only have. as its

amitasedent, lines women have been distinguished from "early humans" and

beim booms the, object of..the verb Syml. The process of topicalisation

becomes a MIMS of setting vimin apart, as "other." Syntactic ssphemists

at its best (or worst) is exemplified in 117.1., in Which everything specific

inmost a Take Neck die Night Naich ha: been suppressed. We are exhorted "u-
nlike Lincoln's streets safe fstim sexual assault," but everyone tams that

it is sea who are 'the agent* of sexual assaults against vith. The ate
Sa stiels some sexual assaults occur ,has become the qbj.ct to be protected.

Ifisain; the victims of .sexual assault, art ai invisi le as the men who are

guilty of the crime of rape. There llbre no aames.named herewe protect the

guilty ant erase,the victims.
,

..iis brisk as ei examination of these examples has be , I haves,tried to

indicate that topicalizatiba, and the related proceises creating "subjects"'

sad %Meets," 4re not "grammatical" phenomeaa..
, Syntactic rges are hot.'

neutral. The rules of English syntax exist bedause they make partieular

descriptions of events and people possible. While some sight vish to nail-
,

tab% that the rules theaselves are "neutral," thet it is people Who uie

language in order to promote their own interests, their own blase., the

**mace indidates that the rules exist because they favor certain descriptions

of the werld over others. In.the process of presenting, these examples,

have questiOhad the almost universal assumption that speakars use syntactic

sults in order to package information for ease of interpretation on the part

of the,bearer,,indicatad that Chife's hypothesis Concerniftg the.placement of

,.,1441 as tains based on the distinction between rold" and "new" information

simply does not explain the construction of specific examples, and that any

attempt to construct a grammar based on "case" relations as somehow inherent

- 16 -
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in tbs constriction of sentences is not only doomed to failure but

ohdleates the responsibility of discovering how sentences coma to be

produced and interpreted. Oa the basis of my analysis, I would like to

suggest three tentative hypotheses for further investigation: (1) Speakers

eonstruct.sentences as such to minimise interpretation as to maximise it

for the hearir/reader; (2) Syntactic roles ofspecific Wi's ate assigned,

mot on the basis of functions that inhere in sentences, but on the basis

of rhetorical strategies known only .to the speaker/writer; (3) That many

of the phenomena being classified as "purely grammatical" are, in fact,

NNN

stylistic, and reprieent ways in whichrules ire Used rather than.grammatical

pbenosemalssb for exampleoopicalization: While I don't have time ,

here to characterise more fully.the implications of this researchot hope

that this paper has arleast.provided a starting point for fuither investi

gations an& Indicated some of the directions we might fruitfully pursue.',

Minimally, we must cast asdie the "objective" blinders that have made it

seeOesirable to assume that liniuistic rules operate in order to maximise

the ihterpretation,of .inforiation. Those aipects of language use most

often disguised as "contait variables," "packiging," or "states. of mind"

ire, instead, descriptions of the world that:ve are expected to accept.

I
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