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The grammatical subject of sentences in English is regularly but not
invariably perceived as the sentence topic. Attempts to express this
regularity as a rule of grammar are ffus;rated by the numerous cases in

which there Is no topic or some other referring expression is the topic.

rd

[
the basis of properties along two linguistic dimensions. The first is

LY

syntacpib markedness; the more marked the syntactic structure, the more
strongly the subject or other salient NP is perceived as topic. The second
scale invalves the referential eXplicitnéss of a possible topic NP. The

-

NP types most compatible with being sentence topics are the ones which

. identify the most. clearly their intended referent. |In both‘cases the -

definition of topic is based on the paradigmatic opposi\ion of elements

. in English, serving as a ‘'context' for all utterances. More marked
g , g ,

structures and most explicit NPs have a communicative function of
identifying what the sentence Is about, relevant to the‘processing of

syntactic-semantic structures In discourse.
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A Systematic Definition of Sentence Topic

1

In this paper I will propose a characterization of sentence topic

for English. Much previous 1inguistic work has been done to systematize
the intuitions of native speakers concerning how they perceive what a

sentence is about, insofar as Chicago Is north of Champaign can be under-

stood to be about Chicago. |Interpretations of this kind‘often strongly
influence judéements of the meaéing and well-formedness of :sentences, and
for this reason the factors contributing to thevpercepfion of sentence
topic need to be defined and factored out of grammatical description.
Even thouéh the notion of sentence topic‘is often bound up closely with
grammatical aspects of a sentence, including word order, morphology,
synﬁactic struéture and the semantic content.bf constituents, it fs

difficult to define sentence topic using the same formal definjtions

which describe regularities of syntax and morphology, or . truth conditions
which define meaning.‘ The characterization proposed in this paper will
not be part of the grammar of English, though it will be based on and
derived in part from the grammar of English. More specifically, it will
be based on the properities of the grammatical system of English, and

what Is relevant to this definition is the system.of syntactic oppositions

and semantic contrasts which are defined by the rules of grammar in

English. In the discussion which will follow, the syntactic system
referred to will be a transformational grammar in a very broad sense,
the specific properties of which will not be crucial except that syntactic

relations among 'constructions' are statable in some way. For example,
the preverbal NP in a 'passive construction' corresponds in grammatical

role with the postverbal NP in an active transitive construction.

Y0
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Given a sentenée, especially without a diécourse.context,,it is
difficult if.not impossible to tell what a sentence is 'about,' ;nd
different people may give"vefy different answers.b Given two sengences
or more with corfésponding contents and different syntactic fo}m, or
similar syntactic form aﬁd different contents, it is possible to distin-
guish how the contrasting sentences may differ in what they are ;about.'
Active and corresponding passive sentences may differ in just this way,
with somewhat more consistency of judgement among speakers of the language
than fof single sentences in isolation. What is.revealed by contrasts
between otherwise similar sentences will be an important basis for the'
proposal | will make here. As the contrasts consist of differences of
syntactic structure and of semantic content of some constituents of a
sehténce, ! will confine the characterization of what a sentence is
'about' to the notion of what the topic of a sentence is, not what the
topic of a discéurse is. | will discuss the relation between the form
and content of a sentence, and the raﬁge of possible sentence tbpi;s
which these properties determine.

It is important, as Reinhart (1981) shows, to distinguish between
discourse and sentence topics. She points out that that while discourse
and sentences consisting of sentences, or Iingﬁistic units, may have a
topic, itlis also true of non-linguistic things such as pictures, or films,
tﬁat they have a topic. Even in a linguistic discourse, the percelived
topic need not be a part of the discourse, corresponding to a specific
sentence or sentence constituent. In contrast, a sentence is necéssarily

a linguistic unit, and its (sentence) topic is a constituent of it, such

v
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as a subjeqt‘NP or dislocased'bhrase. of coufse, there can be some
connection between sentehce and discourse topics. |f the discourse
consists of a' single sentence, then the‘tOpic of the sentence is identical
to the topic of discourse. At different points in a richer and more

complex discourse, the topic of a sentence may coincide with the topjc

of a discourse. It is possible for this reason to speak of the 'fit'

between sentence topic and the discourse context of the sentence. This

relation between sentence and discourse is, however, more clearly per-
- Lo '

ceived when. there js a lack of fit, when the preceding discourse clashes

with the sentence topic defined by properties of sentence structure and

content. There need not be a high degree of matching between context

and sentence structure, and | will not assume that context in any way

determines the structure of a sentence.

Following Reinhart (1981) | will take the term sentence topic to

refer to what the sentence is about, in the sense that a sentence is

“understood to predicate some property of a given entity. This definition

has to be supplemented by a definition of how the constituent referring
to sentence topic Is isolated from the rest of the sentence. The body

of the paper will be concerned with how sentence structure serves to

define sentence topics. 'Aboutness' In itself does not constitute a
reliable criterion for defining a topic. In fact it is not a satisfactory
&

definitfon; it Is merely preferable to alternatives, such as 'old infor-
mation.'l' Some of the failure of previous efforts has been that the

discourse function of topics was identified with the criteria for defining

what it is. |f the function varies from discourse to discourse, then the

|




Sentence Topic

5

1

defiﬁifion is too vague, and some definitions;-taken by themselves--suffer
from this flaw. Others which are more precise fail because of the number
of exceptions arising from contextuallfactors,rthe effecgs of mdrevthan
“one var{aSIe beiﬁg involved (including syntactic, semantic ana phonological

factors) and the fact that sentence topic is not a necessary grammatical

\

component of a sentence, such as subject and verb.

1Y

In addition to there being disagreements about what a sentence topic

is, there are also many different criteria used to pick out the constituent

which is iikély to be perc%ived as sentence topic in a given senteqce.
Some of the definitions of §§ptence topic fo;us on the Pragmatic properties
of the elements in a sentence: what a given NP refers to and what knowledge
about the reTereanis assumed by the speaker to be shareéhby the speaker

and hearer. This knowledge may be manifest, if there is ekplicit reference

to an individual or state of affairs in the preceding discourse. Such

shared knowledge is often called known or old information (Chafe, 1974,

1976; Haviland & Clark, 1974), Prince (1980) refines this notion to
include, under the general term evoked, information which is implicitly
shared as well as explicitly me {ioned. The fact that a linguistic expres-
sion refers to something previously mentioned or al}eady known may be
marked phonologically, with Iow-i tch on anaphoric pronouns (Chafe, 1976).
This phonological mark defines that part of the sentence as not part of

the sentence receiving prominence in the normal sentence intonation eonfbur.
This is especially the case of the element with low pitch is in the last

‘major constituent of the sentence, where it would normally receive the

most phonological prominence. (Multiple constituents with low pitch,
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indicating old information may isolate a single constituent as contrastively

pitched, Schmerling, 1974).

Other features of sentence topic are morphological and syntactic.
The grammatical subject of a sentence in many languages Is identified with

~

the sentence topic (Li, 1976). Li and Thompson (1976) note that if fopic

Is not reqularly m;rkedrin a language by a spepial particle such as Japanese
ﬁé, then subject marking also takes on the discourse function of marking
senténce topic. Subject marking involves word order, position defined

with respect to the verbal complex, as well as mquhology, verbal agreement
and nominative Marking on the NP.X It is intéresting'to relafe Li and
Thompson's characterization of the patterns of subject functioning as topic
in many Ianguéges with Prince's finding that 90% of the grammatical subjects
"in a discourse referred to things evoked by the prior context, in a sample
of spontaneously elicited conversation (Prince, 198 ).

Other factors which are associated with sente:té topic-hood are the
referring properties of a Noun Phrase. These may include specificity of
reference, or reference determined indepeadently/of any other expressfon

. . P
in the sentence (Keegan, 1976). Strawson (1971) has made/the wel l-known

distinction bétween subject and predicate Noun Phrases on the grounds that

failure of a NP, such as The present kingof France, to refer to anything

has different consequences for subject and non-subject NPs. A subject NP
which fails to refer renders the sentence it is in without truth-value, in
Strawson's view, while the fallure of a non-subject NP to pick out a

referent in the world of discourse in which the sentence is uttered merely

renders the sentence false. |If, as | will assume, it is normal in English

/
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for subjecfs to be sentence topics, then the distinction which Strawson
makes could also apply to a difference between sentence topic NPs which
fail to‘refer and other NP; which fail to refer. The consequences of
"failure would seem to be the same: If the sentence topic’ defines what

the sentence is about, then it follows that it‘is‘hard to judge the truth
value, or to ass}gn a definitive truth value, to a ' nce which turns
out to be about nothing. This is especially true ol sentences which
purport to be about something, and predicate particular properties of the
_topic.2 A sentence which is pragmatically contradictory in this way could
not be assigned truth value.

| will take as an operamional definition of sentence topic that it

s a Noun Phrase constituent of the sentence of which it is the topic, and
that the topic represénts what the sentence is about, following the argu-
meﬁts in Réinhart (1981), There are some immediate objections to this
definition, since there are sentences with no readily identifiable topic,
‘Br for which there is digagreement about which of many possibilities could

be the sentence topic. | will also propose and discuss in more detail in

later sections why sentences do not have multiple topfcs. | will also use
as a basis for my proposal the definition of grammatical subject as nce
topic, following Li and Thompson (1976), though some modifications

-

extensions of this definition will be necessary. There are se<§:al

e sentences

immediate objections to this characterization also: (a) there
. | | , . |
with grammatical subjects which either lack a perceptible topic, or if they
have one, |t is not the subject; and (b) as in the first set of obfections

above, if there are several possible topics, how can topic function be

iv
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uniquely assigned to the grammafical subject? Since there is only one

. surface grammatical subject‘%@?“clause, then there can be at most one

. " 7 .
sentence topic per clause, perhaps nefie, in the case of sentences with

£

imperative form which lack ov?rt subjects. Finally it may be objected.

that only one NP is assigned topic function, yet a sentence may have many

clauses, each of which may contain a grammatical subject.

A Proposal for the Definition of Sentence Topic

©

The answers to these objections will emerge from the‘diécussion of
o,

cases to follow. Before dealing with them specifically, | will~illustrate

how a definition of subject as topic w;uld fit an ideal case, in (1); this

1 in (7).

definition will be given in more d

(1)/§. (Context) The ™

‘b. On Tuésday, the police arrested two suspects.
(Background) (topic) (focys)

estigation continues.

The grammatical subject of (1)b, the police, may be perceived as the topic
of the sentence. It may be linked by real-world :76wledge and semantic

connection to the investigation in the context sentence (1)a, and so the

topic of (1)b may be characterized as evoked in Prince's (1980) term.

The object NP, two suspects, receives the intonation peak of the declagative

sentence contour in (1)b, and thus represents the Yocus of the assertion,
cf. Chomsky, 1971, and Chafe, 1974. Hence it may be perceived as new

information introduded into the discourse. A sentence which followed ()b

7

might contain a sentence topic linked in some way to the focus constituents

of (1)b. The préposed adverbial on Tuesday has another. status, neither

topic nor focus. Assuming that 'the 'normal' or "unmarked' position of

adverbials in a clause 'is after the subcategorized elements of the VP,

A

$s
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then in sentences like (1)b a preposed adverbjal occurs not only outside

of its normal position, but also outside of the positich where it would /
. P :

regeive Intonational prominence Such adverbials in preposed pésitldh

Y

"a;e generally perceived as background or- assumed information. e

~

Sentence topic has been identified by some writers with old or given
or assumed information (Haviland & Clark,. 197‘0“; Chafe, 1974). But’ the
casé‘of preposed adverbials shows the: for a constituent to convey old
or background information is not sufficient to causethe constituent to

-

have the role of topic Iin a sentencpi Topic-hood also requires, as we
will se;, a certain kind of prominence or perceth;I salience, which-is
not the same thing as sentenfe focus or intonational prominence‘(cf.
Olson & Filby, 1972), and ﬁiwalso not conveyed by a preposed adverbial
phrase. Even if preposed adverbials are giyen prior mentijon {ﬁ a context
sentence, so that the entity referred to in gge adverbial’&hrase of a
succéeding sentenc; could be perceived as a sentence topic, the sentencé
form itself prohibits this. A NP is not readily linked wig% a discourSe&
antecedent}{f it is initial in the sent;nce bﬁt is sot the grammatical !
subjects(DavJson & Lutz, to appi:ar');3 The definitionof Eﬁgﬂg‘or topic a
as the initial element of a gentence in Prague School work such as F{rbas ,
(1966), and in Halliday‘(l967l is too broad, since it incdhdes not only e
preverbal subjects, as It should, but also preposed adverbials, which
are not possible sentence topics. Instead, for a constituent to be .
perceived as sentence topic requires both preverbal‘position and gram-

matical subject marking--though thesé properties will be subject to  !

revision agé modification in the discussion ta follow.

- -
£ i»"
- S '

le- :
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. - In this paper, | will identify grammatical Subjift properties with:
. - . ~ : . " . \‘
. the potential for being perceived as sentence topic, Here I;wéht to

.-, exam}ne héw the notion of sentence topic can be a pragmatic one, not part

t of the grammatical &ystém of a language or part of the syntactic structute
of a sentence, and still be associated with grammatical systems and

syntactic constituents. Since the perception 6f-a NP as sentence. topic
n

- r

is-so_subjective and variable, there must be at least several factors

v
K

which influence perception. In the next section, | will consider a range
: ) I " T e . :
of cases, in which sentence properties are systematically varied, as are
« ’ ’ o ’ . ’
semantic properties of NPs in the sentences. Since the notion of sentence
- . : N \1

topic most clearly emerges when two similar sentences are compared iC L

i'solation, or when there is a lack of fit between a context sentence and -

—__a succeeding sentence, both the discourse context and the choice of

r

preferred continuation will be important factors.

Marked and Unmarked Cases

. b - v 3 » .
Let us suppose that speakers of -English regularly but not invariably

A ]
;

"make the inference that grammatical subjects are sentence topics, all other

things being equal. This inference could be a case of generalized (i.e.,

o

not specific to one context or occasion) conversational implicature (Grice,

: 1975). This inferehce could be based on Grice's Maxim of’Mannér, which

A -

urges the speaker .to use the most appfopriate form for the message uttered;

v ‘ v ’ '
if a particular NP is placed in subject role, out of all the possible

-

grammatical roles which the grammar allows, then an inference may be drawn

about the speaker's intention to place the NP in a grémmatically prominent

a

positioh. If subject position is indeed a salient one, by virtue of its
: . , . ﬁ

s
.
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grammatlcal relatlon to the verb and potentlal ot nominative marking, then

Grice's Maxim of Relevance might also be |nvoked ;' grammatical prominence

N

is an indication of discoyrsj prominence, and the ‘speaker is indicating
how the sentence containing a subject NP-is to be related to what went
'before or is known. [f the identification‘of.subject with‘topic is not

~a‘case of Grlcean lnference, then it could be descrlbed as a discourse-.

processnng strategy of some sort, equally |ndependent of the grammatlcal
system In the |nterest of not multiplying descrlptlve entltles,

taken the chonce of . |nclud|ng topic perception- as among the inferences

»
4

based on Grice's ‘Maxims, which are operative in a y case. The exact

have

account of the link between subject and topic is not crucial, so long as
it:is stipd\eted that the association is not a grammatical one, not an
invarTant and'arbitrary association of the kind which is true of linguistic

sugns in general, such as the assoclatlon of /- s/ with plurality in English.

«
’

If the association of subject. propertles and perceptlon as sentence

topic is both pragmatic and regular,;?t is gancellable under some circum-

stances. For example, the sentenceJtopjc of (2)b should be a kid: i

9

, » .
(2) a. (context) An awful thing happened to my brothef.
b. A kid stole Jim's wallet.

c. He was furious.

Yet | think most people would agree that a more likely topic is Jim, even

though it is a possessive NP within the object NP. But kven though Jim
Y C C A : —

is not a subject NP, it refers to an individual evoked by the context
(2)a, by the phrase my brother. Continuity of reference‘i5'possible in

the sequence my brother . .. Jim, but not in the sequence my brother

a kld because the indefinite artlcle indicates that there was no.previous
| * | T TR
e . , S | . o R o

Aruitoxt provided by Eic: . . v
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mention. The occurrence of a first-mention NP in subject position and the

» \ ) . .
'identification of a non-SubjeCt.with the topic in this example shows that

the Grlcean ‘inference equatlng SubJeCt and topic may be cancelled without

serious contradiction, or |nterruptron of the discourse. -There is nothlng

strikingly oddzébout the diScourse;inb(Z), with (2)c a continuation of
reference to my brother. = \\J’/‘
. Next let us turn to.a mOre ‘markéd' syntattic structure, as in the
) %4
passive sentence of (3)b. Syntactlc markedness will be dlscussed Iater ih»

., .
more general terms, but heré the passnve structure may be regarded as more

' 4 .

' marked by comparlson with the equally available active structure. The
passive form reflects Iess dlrectly than the active form the underlylng
grammatical relations of object, agent, experiencer, etc, The use of

surface structure information, category and order to assign logical
y \
structure requires mote steps, and specific rather than general strategies

(Bever, 1970) iRSEPe case of the passive structure. In (3)b; the

3

grammatical subject. is Jim, but the context (3)a evokes a kid:

* (3) a. School must be out now. ‘ .
b. Jimi was robbed by a kidj on Friday.

c. He. ran away.

J : :
(/(‘ d. Hei was furious.

Compare the same sentence, (3)b, with a different context sentence in (4):

fﬁ)\ac An awful thing'haggenedvto mylbrotheri;' | R

Jimi was robbed by a kidj on Friday.
c. Hej ran away.

d. Hei was furious.

.

-~ . :
\ The sequence of sentences in (3) might seem somewhat ®ess connected than

'.\{5{3;.the sequences in (2) and (4)a, b. In (4), the expression my brother is

* AY

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:
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in focus position in (4)a and is linked referentialiy ‘to the NP Jim

1 I3

in subject/topic position in (4)b.. There is no interruption of expecta-

" tions about topic in the,transition from (4)a to (4)b, as there is in the

tranéftion:frbm (3)a to (3)b} < - | "
¥ . .

. One test. for the perception_of topic fn these last two cases might
be the preferred reading for Dé.inv(B) and (4)c and d. _If these sentences
are posgible continuations of tﬁéadiscourse, and if he s Iike]y to- be
identified with a ;alient element in previous djscoursé, such as a topic
(cf. Kantor.ll977), then the preferred referent of he would be more

definitely determined the more strongly the previous sentence (3)b or (4)b

determines a topic, with prior discourse information as,well as structure

> ~ : ‘ : to . ' .
‘ ' " and NP content. : . . '

{\ My intuitions are that the choice is indifferent.in (3) and that (4)d

L

is prequred over (4)c. If so, then °the inference thag subject equals

topic is cancelléd in (3) and mairitained in (4). Ngifher choice produces
an illformed sequence; The difference is just that, the sequence (4)a, b
is more ’conn;cted' than the sequence (3)a, b. In other words, there is

. a better 'fit! betweég/(b)b and its context (4)a than between (3)bléﬁd

its context (3)5.

Next, let us Jook at a still more ﬂnark;d' sentence form, a passive

‘ sen;ente Qhose grammatical surface subject is not a 'real' object, or

patient, but }ather the object of a preposition not Subcategorized by
_the velrb. I f the. prvior conte"x"t sugéest% that the subject of the ‘sentente

(6)b is the topic, by introducing a possible antecedent, for example,

the sequence seems well-formed. But if the context suggésts that
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e . i
' &\ the topic is the %efeég;:\of some other éxpressloq In the sentence, then

,th% sequence appears less well-formedf For example, the context (5)a

: r
suggests that the topic of the next sentence will be the agent phrase,

rather than anwg;gressfon of location, But the locative objétt is in

subject/topic position in (5):

"

(5) -a. Sam sat over there on the right.

1

b. 7 This chair wa® sat on by Fred.

(6) a. You may wonder what happened to the furniture.

b. This chair was sat on by Fred.

. The match bet&ﬁen context and inferred sentence topic in (6) is a

relatively good one, while the match inﬁ(S) between the same sentence b

and“a different context is much less good. In the sequences given in
. X . e o, T L |
(2) - (4), we have seen that; similar manipulations of the contexts of

act{ve and passive sentences of the usual kiqd make much less difference
than In the contrasting case; illustrated in (5) and (6). Here it appears
that the inference that subj;ct'= toEEC~applied;to (5)b is not easily
cancellable. The sentence structure of (5) - (6)b can be characterized
on'indqpeﬂégqg gro&nds~as more ’ﬁarked' than active and ordinary passive
structures because the sur}ace subject is nelther an underlying agent

nor patient in semantic structure, since sit is not used here as a

S

transitive active verb.5 )

Thé general point | want to maké here is that the syntactic structure
contributes to the-définition of what is perceived as senfence topic, but
soée variability Is to.be expected. The amount of variabjlity is

restricted in some cases, however. We may summarize the results so far

for defining‘how grammatical subjects are equated with sentence topics:

17

-
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(7) The subject-topic relation

a. If i s a normal conversational inference that the
surface.subject &F a finite main clause is the topic
of the sentence, then the inference is cancellable in
unmarked sente&\e structure, and less easily cancelled

in marked syntact|N\structures.

b. Syntactic markedness is determined by how directly
the surface syntactic relations ref lecq underlying
semantic relations of grammatical role or function/
argument structure. Markedness might be measured in
how well simple equations of surface’and‘underlying
structures work (cf. Bever, 1970; and Wanner &

Mé}atsos, 1978, on surface relations).

Markedness of syntactic structure can also be characterized in terms of

the class of syntactic str;ctures which are defined as expressing equivalent
syntactic relations by the rules,qf syntax and semantic interpretation.
There are structures which bear close’similarity to one another in the
grammatical relations expressed, such as actives and passives of both

the usual an; unusual kind, but out of these, one reflects under}ying

. relations quite directly--the actiab structure--and Sne is a very indirect

expression of grammatical relations--namely,rthe 'peculiaf‘ passive of (5)b.

e

Properties of Referring Expressions and Topi¢ Function

In the preceding cases, and others to follow in.later sections, we
see that sentence structure can be the basis of inferences defining the

sentence topic. - In this-section, it will be shown that there is another
N :
important factor operative in the perception of sentence topic function

for a referring expression. This factor interacts with the grammaticél

features just discussed, and may reinforce them, but it also may'be

e
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independent. What is involved is.the information semantically expressed

in the NP which défines what the NP refers to, and how clearly this infor-
- , N : -

mation defines the referent. For example, in the sentence (2)b, the

grammatical subject is a kid, but it is not a good possible fopic. This

NP is indefinite, conveying that.the identity of the referent is not known

to the heargra probably not to the speaker either, Hence it has less cléar

,refere:%é to an Individual in a discourse context than the definite NP

my brother and the proper name iim; A NP will therefore be likely to be

perceived as sentence topic if it is in grammatical subject position or

if it contains information defining its referent clearly. In example (2),

we saw that the inference based on grammatjcal information could be can-

celled by a comﬁfnation of discourse information and referring prope;tiés

of NPs in unmarked structures such as active sentences, but this will not

be the case with mére marked structures, such as sentences in which Passive

or ralsing rules apply;

" An extreme example of how referential properties of NPs interact with

topic funétion is the class of-sentences containing the expletive there,

as In there are 3 points to consider, "Existential' there refers to no

entity in the discourse context, yet it occurs in preverbal position, and

it counts as a grammatical subject for the purposes of the rules of

- Auxiliary lInversion and Raising rules. |t lacks only the subject property

v

of verbal agreement Iin finite clauses. As a subject of a sort, there may

be assigned the role of sentence topic, so that there is what the sentence

is about. But the NP there, which is not even a locative deictic in this

i

case, gives no information leading to the identification of a referent.

-~
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Either the inference is maintained, so that topic is vacuous and the
sentence is not about a particular referent, or the inference is cancelled,
allowing some oth;; NP with stronger referential properties to be ‘per-
ceived as topic. But the remajning posgibilities in the séntence are
either indefinite and non-topics,.according to Milsark's (1977) character-
ization of 'existential' there, or they are proper nameg*gnd definite NPs
in focus position{ in the 'l1ist! interpretation (cf. Rando 5vNapoli, 1978) .
NPs in focus position are generally not perceived -as topics because they |
are interpreted as new information, part of what is predicted about a
topic. ‘ ’ 5

Some .of these features of there are illustrated in the contrasts
shown in (8) and (9): | o

(8)

a. We have to keep the booze hidden from Uncle Harry.
b. Ten cases of beer are stacked in the garage.

c. .1 There are ten cases of beer stacked in the garage.

'(9) a. | had to park my car in the driveway.
b. 177 Ten cases of beer were stacked In the garage,

c. There were ten cases of beer:stacked In the garage.

<

In the first example, (8), the version of the sentence without there is
N |

preferred over the one with there, (8)c. The indefinite NP ten cases of

beer Is a sub-instance of previously mentioned booze, which thereby con-

stitutes a discourse antecedent for ten cases of beer. The version of the

sentence, (8)b, Is preferable because it places this NP in subject position
where |t may be perceived as a topic without any contradiction f rom contexf.

The reverse is true in the context (9)a, which ddes not introduce a dis-

course referent for ten cases of beer. Hence the version of the following

sentence which is preferable is (9)c, rather than (9)b. The presence of

e
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there in (9)c keeps ten cases of beer out of subjeét position, so that

it is not interpreted as a topic. The version (9)b where it does appear

3

in subject/topic position implies conversationally that the existence

of the beer is already known, and further inference is necessary to

connect (9)b with the context (9)a (cf. experimental results in Haviland

&€ Clark, 1974, for definite NPs infroduced without a discourse referent).
One important consequence of the faét th;t there has null reference is
that as an overt constituent it keeps certain NPs out of subject bosition,
where they would otherwise be perceived as topics, and so interfere in the
perception of the appropriate connections in discourse.

some NPs which should not be perceived as topics are those which lack

a discourse antecedent, and are not intended to have one. Such NPs are

of ten indefinite NPs in the non-specific interpretation. We may contrast

.

such banal instances of there sentences as {(10)a and (1)a with the -same-—— oo

sentences without there.

(10) a, There is a fly in my soup.

b. ? A fly is in my soup. --Which one?
’ .
(11) a. There doesn't seem to be a waiter here.

b. 77 A waiter doesn't seem to be herg, We want to order lunch.
The lack of there-in (10)b and (11)b allows the unwanted inference. that
the indefinite NP indicates a sentence topic, and that the speaker has a
specific instance in mind;7 An indefinite NP in subject position tends to
receive the specific interpretation over the non-specific interpretation
by virtue of the topic inference. |f the NP represents é ;opic, it

indicates what the sentence is supposed by the speaker to be about. |If

the speaker has no particular thing in mind, then the sentence is not a

<1
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" useful addition to discourse and the sum of knowledge in that situation

(except of course where it is understood that detailed knowledge is

impossible, as in discussions of the origin. of the universe, etc.). By

Gricean assumptions, the speaker is purporting to make a useful contribu-
tion, so fhat the sentence is given the strongest interpretation consistenf
with everything else in the situation.

The same effect of displacing a NP froﬁ subject‘position also has
the, consequence of placingia definite NP in final or focus position, where

they are perceived as 'asserted' rather than stipulated.

(12) a. What shall we use for firewood?
b. There's the chair with the broken back.
c. There was a chair with a broken back stacked in the garage.
d. ? There was the chair with the broken back stacked in the

garage.
“The sentences (12)b-d are meant to be possible continuations from (12)a,

which does not introduce a direct discourse referent for i/the chair with

a broken back. The continuation In (12)b is possible, with the definite

NP in the position where it receives the intonation peak. Similarly, the
indefinite NP inlﬂlZ)c is possible, although it is not in the focUF
position; that position is occupied by tbé locative expression. But both
of these are clearly tg_gg%éﬁ%ferred over (12)d, which has a definite‘NP,
a possible topic by virtue of its referential properties and also by virtue
of its not being in focus position. Hence (12)d s odd in the context
.established by (12)a, though perhaps nof.jn other contexts.

The referring properti¢s may bé arraﬁged in the following hierarchy,
according to how distinct they are in reference and how easy it is to

pick out the intended-referent according to the iA*ormation give (or

inferrable) in the semantic contents of the NP.

22
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(13) a. (i) Proper names:. Harry, Miss Madeira, France

(1) Referential uses of definite descriptions (vs.
“attributive uses b. (iii); cf. Oonellan, 1971):

Smith's murderer, referring to a certain individual.

(iin) Referentially "transparent' descriptions: Oedipus
did not recognize his mother.

(iv) Specific indefinites: a (certain) policeman. -

b. (i) Generic NPs: The owl, a typical small town, students.

(ii) Abstract NPs of time and place: from 1492 to 1588,

‘

5 miles.

(iii) Attributive definite descriptions: Smith's murderer

(whoé&er it may be).
(iv) Referentially opaque descriptions: Oedipus wanted to
e y marry his mother. ‘
(v) Non-specific indefinite NPs: a policeman (no particular
- one) .

c. (i) Non-referring NPs in idiom chunks: tabs, the jig.

(ii) superlatives: the slightest nojse.

(i1i) Generic NPs: any doctor.

The hierarchy exemplified in (13)a, b and c goes from the best cases a to

the worst cases c, with no particular internal relations in each group.

The proposal is that NPs of the type illustrated in (13)a make excellent
topics, and those in (13)c make mediocre to poor topics, while those in
(13)b fall between the two extremes.

This hierarchy actually comes from a study of R;ising to Object
(Borkin, 1974), and the gradations were established independently of the
notion of sentence topic. Borkin recorded the preferences of English
speaker; for raised or fin}te, unraised complement subjects, varying the

NPs raised, the form of the complement (infinitive, as or @) and predicate

‘type. The hierarchy in (13) shows what type of NP best undergoes Raising

~ ' 2 3
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to Object, namely those in (13)a, and what NP types generally produce
strange or‘less preferred raised structures. Some specific examples of

these interactions of NP type and sentence structure will be given in
1

later sections. But it should be noted here that the NP types which are

-

highest in Borkin's hierarchy are also NPs with the clearest or most easily
&
determined referents. They are the ones about which the speaker, and

perhaps also the hearer, have the most informatﬁgp, perhaps derived from

first-hand kﬁowledge. The intermediate cases involve entities not directly

known to the speaker, known dnly by properties; they may also be abétract

entities which cannot be individuated or directly perceived. The worst
cases are ones which réquire exhaustive search; for superlatives, the unique

referent is the noise which is the slightest one, etc. Anx.generiés have

.no specific referent, but also do not allow consideration of all cases

collectively, or cases with reference to a set, since any is different from

all, every, each and is always a non-specific indefinite (cf. Vendler, 1967,

Davison, 1980a). Nonreferring expressions which are part of idioms are
misleadingly like referring expressions, having no reference though the
whole has a méaning derlved non-bompositionélly.

This hierarchz(interacts with the conversational inference defining
subjects as topic, introduéed earlier. If a NP high up in the hierarchy
(13) occurs in subject position, it will combine witly the structurally
based inference, and will Se a clearly perceived toplic. An example of
this combination is illustrated in (1)b, where the grammatical subject

*

ig the definite NP the Eolfbe: (1)b On Tuesday, the police arrested two

suspects. In such cases, the referential properties of a NP which make
its referent clear or easy to identify reinforce the inference that the

’

subject NP Is topic.',Convefsely, if the subject NP belongs to a type at

24




the bottom end of the hierarthy, then the structurally based inference
B Y

about subjects may be cancelled, especially if there is another NP_in the

sentence with better qualities as a possible topic. The sequence in (2)

L)

and (14) are examples of this combination:
(14) Anything aanoys Charlie.

The topic of (14) is more likely to be perceived as Charlie than the

graqmatical subject anything. The use of a prope; name like Charlie

implies conversationally that the speaker has a particular jndividual

in mind, assumed to be known to the hearer as well, 1f the sentence is

about Charlie, it is-a clearer contribution to the discourse than if it

lLggabout anything (at all). : -‘f

- .The referring properties of NPs in (13) may serve to cancel the

inference equating grammatical subjects with topic, just as context may.

But what If the inference is not cancellable? We have seen that It Is

7 . 7
less easy to cancel the inference in some structures which are more marked

A
than others, such as the prepositional passjve sentences discussed In'

Davison (1980b), A hierarchy of grammatical roles was proposed there,
rjfresenting preferences for NPs which;coufé/be promoted to subject role.
3

NPs referring to abstract or unindividuated things generally make poor

~
subjects of passive sentences; these jnclud® expressions of time (except”

for events: this experience, etc.), destination, cause and manner.
14 ’

pefinite NPs referring to concrete, individuated entities make generally
acceptable subject of passive sentences formed from prepositional objects.

This hierarchy is in effect part of the hierarchy in (13), the main

difference just being that there are different restrictjons on what can

“

occur as a clause subject as opposed to a prepositional object, Further,

A
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there are differences in how marked different constructions are, and thus

the degree to which they tolerate 'poor topic' NPs mayfé’ffer' N

-5

Degrees of Syntactic Markedness

)

. . L Y
But what if there are structures which are so marked that the conver- 1
satfonal inference of topic functjon is not cancLllable, making the infer- ‘
~ ' .

ence conventional (Grice, 1975)? In such cases, the marked structures J

»

and the NPs low in the hierarchy of (i should bﬁwcompatible. This s
is the case for Ralsln§ztd Object sentences and other constructions which
L

- , ,
will be discussed in this section, taking incompatibility to refer to

-
k"

general tendencies rather than absolute violations of grbmmaticaiLty.

Part of the justification for making tépic definition distinct from the

grammatical system df,a Janguage is that topic definition, even.innglghly

marked constructions, is stiil somewhat variable. As Borkin (1974) shows,

~jt is possible In some cases to cofbine raised structure with a 'bad' NP

///type, and produce a relatively acceptable sentence, BVovided that there

are compensatlng factors such .as a comment- llke predicate Conversély,

it is possible to coTE}ne a 'good' NP with other less favorable factors

and produce a strange or'devianf sentence. The structure associated with o

Raising to Object can be characterized as marked in that the surface CM‘

structure relations\go not match the underlying ones, and are more mis-

Jeading than’ ‘helpful In‘Qr'inary parsing routines; cf. (Zg)b discussed

below. The subject of the [complement clause has object marklng, squestung

that it should be an argysent of the preceding verb of the main clause,

rather than Lhe ucfg//; the complementg The clause boundary of the

-~

complement s obscured, by comparison with the finite structure, The
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higher clause is pragmatically "transparent,' because of the meaning of

the verbs which govern Raising to Object. These all have to do either
with belief and knowledge, or with assertion and'repoﬁt;:and so are often

redundant 1n'an illocutionary act of asserting or questioning: 'declafe,

regard, suppose, report, etc. These factors combine to define the subject *

of the compIement ciause as the topic of the.senten;e as a Qhole: and
’ Ehere is -experimental evidence that this .is the'@éSé.fn Davfson and Lutz
(to apb_ear).8 o | , : ;':-‘w

The éffecté of the raiséd stﬁuttﬁre méy beﬁseen if wé take a NP type
thch is mid-way on the scaié of (13), an indefinite NP which .may or may
" not have a»spscific_Wnterpreta;?on. If this N?:has a dfscourse anfecedent,
perhapg a very general one, then therNP has QHévSpeCi i or‘e;istentfal‘
interprététfon, in both the raisea énd unraised form (15)b and c, with (]5)a
as the discourse context: | “ |

(15) a. 'Therg are reports of UFOs ;n'the midwest.
5) People ‘believe tHatﬁa flying saucer is spying on Chicago
these days. | ) ' '

s c. People believe é'flying.saucer to be spying on Chicago

these days.

Here the mention of a general class, UFOs, establishes a possible discourse

antecedent for a flying saucer, an exemplar of the general class. ‘In this

case, the context and théhsentence structure of (15)c are both compatiblé
with the interpretation of the subject of the complement cﬂadse as the
sentence topic. The opposite is true in (16):

(16) a. | don't want to be out on Hallowe'en night.
b. People believe that a flying saucer is spying on Chiéago ‘ .
these days.
¢. 17 People believe .a flying saucer to Be spying on Chicago

_7

these days.
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 The context .in (16)a fails to establish a discourse antecedent for a

~flying saucer.. The indefinite NP in (16)b réceives.aﬂnoh-spécific-inter-

) A - . 3 -Ii ” - ) ) . ‘e - - v
pretation, and the finite complement clause structure is compatible with
. . - : \-

indefinite interpretation, because of the marked surface structure which
rint ; . > ‘ .

particularly affects the perception of the complement subject, and defines

it as topic. The combination of. NP type and syntactic structuré in (16)c
. X . \»\.

is odd by comparison with the same sentence (15)b in a different form,

relative to the context (16)a. The difference of surface structure must

have pragmatic consequences Which.affect acceptability. The only difference

?
¢

betWe$n (15) and (16) is the contsﬁt sentence (a), so that the difference

of acceptability 8f (15)c and (16)c must be due to pragmatic discourse

properties combined wiXh surface syntactic structur§f2~

‘he raised NP came from the middle to top

-

" .hierarchy in (13).= Let us see hoy the bad cases of (13) combine with

syntactic structures. We have seen that the inference that. subjects =

. . - >,

'not in marked

¢

topic ¢an be cancelled-in unmarked syntactic structures, but
L . ‘ - . B
structures. Markedness of structure is not something whicl can be cancelled

. 10 ' . - -
in th? normal way, so referring properties of NPs cannot override the

R

e same way :that they serve

.

N

’ -

combinations illustrated in (2) and (3). Thﬁ!reSUIt of the combination of
marked syntactic structure, as in Raising to Object sentences, and referring
expressions which make poor” topics, is incompatibility, as in the examples

below:
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(17) a. They reported that anx doctor was ah\\\to supply the
- medlcine - 5 bt
b, 27 They reported anx doctor to be able to supply the
- ,medihinej : . L T"T

. (18) a. MWe believe that the slightest discrepancy is irritating

to him.

b. 77 We, believe the slightest discrepancy to be irritating

to him,

»

(19) a. The records confirmed that Uabs had been kept on all
‘ " the suspects v
b. ‘??? The records conflrmed tabs to have been kept oq

all the suspects

~ A
%

(20) a. Rocco thoyght that the jig was up.

b. ?? Rocco thought the jig to be up. , Q
Here the ralsed versions (17)b - (ZO)b are odd, especially in contpas
wnth/Tl7)a - (20)a, where the raised NP comes from class c of (13)." These

are NPs wnthout a referent (tabs, theﬁjgg) which are part of an |d|om which

does have a denotation as a,whole predicate. Independent null elements
v'.. . . . o i ‘.‘7
such as there as in (8) - (12) and it in weather expressions also undergo

raising, but without'cohflict with syntactic structure. AS neted earlier;

there moves a non- toplc or poor topic out of subject posntlon as in (10)

and (11), while weather predlcates lack subject expressions entlrely It

is therefore not surprIS|ng that these(empty NPs, can raise, while tabs,

etc. cannet. The other NP types which conf]ict with raised structurebare

those llke generics and superlatives wh}ch have a referent, but the unique

entity referred to is hard to establtsh from the semantic inforhation given -
11 . . v

in the linguistic expression.

‘Note that tabs may readi!y be made the subject of a passive sentence,

,where .it might- be perceived as a topic (though it is not likely to be a
, . v o _ -—
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© . topic).. We may then wonder if there are gradations of syntaotic markedness,

_ Such that raised structures” in (15) = (20) are ‘more marked than passive
sirpctures, and less marked than others, Raising to Object in particular

seems to produce a surface syntactic configuration which is more marked

than Raising to Subject, but less marked than NP dislocation structures. ' .

Raising to dbject, as illustrated above, prohibits certain types of
NP in the complement as subjécts, but some NPs of these same types are
permitted in Raising to Subject sentences:

L .

(21) a. 17?7 We believe the slightegt discrepancy to be irritating

to him.

~

«ﬁ, The slightest discrepancyrseems to be irritating to him.

(22) a. 1777 Rocco thought the jig to be up.

b. The jig appeared to be up. . ‘f?,4#¢“<5
(23) a. 1?? The records confirmed tabs to have been. kept of all .

the suspects. : , v
b. Tabs happened/turned out to have been kept on all the ‘

suspects. .

 Like Raising to Objéct sentences, sentence§ in w%ﬁch Raising to Subject
haé appliéd alﬁo require certain hroperties fn the raised NP. In
particular, a discourse referent is required for the NP in subject
position if it is a ' fully reéferential NP. HNote that contrast between

(24)b, -and (24)c as continuations from (24)a:

(24) a. Typhoid and cholera were once widespread in the New World,

b. _It seems that many American Indians died in epidemics.

c. 7 Many American Indians seem to have died in epidemics,

<
-

The context sentence (24)a defines no specific prior antecedent for many

@

Americanh Indians. The raised structure in (24)c places this NP in subject/

topic position, and thus creates a sequence with (24)a as context in which

30 | :
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. » ' . '
the hearer has to fill in by inference the correct sentence connection in

the otherwise abrupt transition froq diseases to persons who have s%ffered _
from the diseases. The unraised structure (24)b does not have the pragmatic

oddity of (2b)c, and again the only difference is of syntactic structure.

o

[ -

 We may place Raising to Subject structures midway between passive
. i ) .
sentences-and those in which Raising to Object has applied. A schematic

comparison of the three structures, showing their surface stfuétureS&and

o

the underlying relations which are not directly conveyed, is giVen in (25),

¢

_along with Equi-NP Deletion:

(25) a. (Passjve) NP be V-ed by NP
(object) (agent)

.

The book wés reviewed by Marcia.

b. (Raising to Subject) NP Verb (@ to Verb )

The bus seems likely to break down.

c. (Equi-NP Deletion) NPI Verb (.ﬂi to Verb )

|

Fred wants to chase squirrels.
d. (Raising to Object) NP Verb ((?2) NP ((?) to Verb ) - 4§%
N ' ' TAcc
. ‘ (subject) -

We believe him to be the culprit.

The passive structure in (25)a has the object in preverbal rather than

post-verbal position, with a corresponding difference of case marking.

a
Q

The agent is a prepositiohal object rather than subject. In the Raising
to Subject structure, the surface subject of the superordinate glause is
the logical subject of the subordinate clause, which is otherwise without
a subject. In the Equi-NP st}ucture, the subordinate clause is also null,

by virtue of coreference with the superordinate clause subject rather than

a

3i
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via NP.movement. I;\Raising to Object sentences, the subordinate clause -
subject is marked with accusative case as though‘it were the object of the
superordinate verb, and the clause boundary is obscured, though Borkin

(1974) provides evidence that |t ié not entirely deleted. But it is unclear

whether -the clause boundary is before or after the accusatively marked NP;

] ‘cf. Borkin (1974) vs. Chomsky (1981). s
Both Raising to Object (25)d, and Raising to Subject (25)b, create
VT*) surface structures which have ambiguous surface grammatical_roleg, ambiguous
1 in the way that they indicate underlying subject-verb relations. But the

two constructions differ in how imarked they are, and this difference is
réflected in the facts illustrated in (21) - (23). NP types from the lower
end of the hierarchy‘in (13) may occur more readily in the higher clause <\
subject position in Raising to.Subjeét sentences than in lower clause
subject position in Raising to Object sentences. Thes; positions are
comparable, because they are the ones whose properties are defined by the
syntactic rules in question. |t may be possible to explain why Raising
® . to.SQ je structures are less marked than Raising to Objecf, by noting
‘therZtE%fglism between (25)b and (25)c, the result of Equi-NP Deletion.

In both structures, the subordinate clause lacks an overt subject, and

the higher clause subject is idgntical in reference to thQ\'mlssing' ]éﬁer
clause subject, with coindexing brought about in two different wéy§,
movement versus deletion (or movement versus control): Thus while ambiguity
of surface structure may contribute to markedness, the absolute markedpess
values are determfne& also with reference to other constructions which
resemble the marked structure. No such parallel construction Is found in

1
English for Raising to Object.
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The Bases of Syntactic Markedness

There are two general principles operating behind the scale of

syntactic markedness which compares construction in (25). The first is
_#he Praguean prfnciplé of pasadigmatic oppositiohb The rules of English

syntax define a class of rmed syntdctic structures. Some of these

are related by the fact that the 'same' basic clause structures or com-
bination of elements can be expressed in different configuratiohs of
surface elements. These different but related'strhctures may differ in
how directly they encode underlying grammatical relations, assuming some
continuous mapping from underlying to surface re{at;ons. .Thus the second
brinéiple has to do with‘the recoverability of semantic relations encoded
in grammatico-syntactic terms. Here | have used a way of distinguishing
'direct' versus 'indfrect‘ recoverability by referring to the processing
strategies of Bever (1970), but any deterministic statement of a strategy
for getting the 'right' answer for the least effort yill express the
princible I have In miﬁd.
-Gliven these two principles, the consequences for cbnversat1onally
’infér}iAQ.thét subjects aré Ebpiés are the following: The inference Is
less easlily ca?cellable, the more marked the syntactic structure is. The
con;equence for communication, which invélves intentional acts of speaking
would seem to be the following: Marked syntaétic structures are chosen
over the equally avallable unmarked structures for the purpose of conveying
additional, pragmatic information.
The application of the term marKed to syntactic structures s not new.

Its use Is implicit or explicit in the work of the Prague School including

ERIC | 33
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Firbas (1966), and in Halliday (1967). The impressioﬁistic use of the
term there certainly covers some of the cases discussed here. The
difference between these works and the proposal make in this paper lies
in how markedness is defined in terms other than observations of ;Hétiis
perceived as top;c,\and how markedness is linked systematically to other
properties of grammar. In a sense, markedness. as q_wa9 of defining
topics mediates between the arbitrary and ihvariant properties of gramﬁar
per se and the varlability of perception, as a function of conlext, and
of intentions of the speaker in communication. . By relating markedness

to Gricean maxims of cooperative conversation (1975), it is poss{blé_to
explain th in-some cases subjects are topics, and in others they ére not.
Syntactic structure and markedness properties combine with the referring
properties of NPs, so that structure and NP contents may reinforce toéic—
hood, they may conflict, or NP properties may cancel the }nfere?ce of

topic-hood. But syntactic markedness prevents NP properties or contextual

information from cancelling the topic inference. Since markedness is

-~

defined in terms of the range of structures which form the set of well-

fofme& SénfeﬁceS of Ehe7lan§Qage, ghé'lénéﬂage itseff Géhéiitutes a kind
of context, one which is"as;;ciated with any utterance of English. The
context of a particular utterance may not be sufficient to override this

general sort of context.

The Most 'Marked' Syntactic Structures

The most marked topic-defining structures are, not surprisingly, the
ones commonly associated with topics. These constructions have been

3
exhaustively analyzed by Gundel (1977). As she notes, certain kinds of

x5
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NPs are prohibited generally from occurring in left or right NP phrases,

with or without a keSumptive pronoun. Predictably, these are NPs of

e

the low end of (13), without reference or without specifiable reference.
\\I?pic phrases are juSt as strict and sometimes more strict in prohibiting
NPs incompatible with Ralsing to Object:

(26) a} They supposed that any doctor would know the answer.
b. 1?7 They supposed any doctor to know the answer.
c. x? Any doctor, they supposed (she/he'd) know the énsWer.
d. 177 Any doctor, thgy supposed (him/her) to know the answer.
e. 17 They supposed Pim/her to know the answer, énx doctor.

(27) a. 177 We believe the slightest discrepancy to be irritating

to him. )
b. 177 The slightest discrepancy, we believe (it) to be

irritating to him.

c. 177 We believe it to be irritating to him, the slightesf‘
discrepancy.

o~~~
~N
[s¢]

~—
Q

We believe nobody to be responsible for the acclident,

b. 777 Nobody, we believe (him/her/them) to be responsible
for the accident. - "

c. 111 We bélieve'thém to be responsible for the accident,
'nobodz, ‘ »

d. We be]kevé Ebg£g to be a problem in admiﬁistration._v

e. *Theré, we believe (it) to be a problem.in administration.

As the examples in (28) show, dislocated topic phrases place a stronger

4
restriction on their content than Raising to Object structures place on

the complement subject. It is possible to raise a NP with null.reference,

as in (28)a, so long as its lack of referent within a set of possible
referents is clear, including negatives and explicitly null elements such
as it and there. But topic phrases in structures like (28)b and ¢ cannot

be null.

o
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Topic phrases also define sentence topics explicitly, and so can

.

a

conflict with other features of sentence structure which indirectly define
some other NP (and its referent) és a topic. If the NP which is raised

to object is also dislocated or topicalized, there is no infelicity or
contradiction, as (29)a shows. But if dfslocation or topicalizat{on

defines one sentence topic and a marked syntactic structure defines another,
the sentence 1; fll-formed ofystrange pragmatically;

L 2
(29) a. That guy, we believe him/@ to be the mastermind behind

these crimes. _
’ b. 7?7 These crimes, we believe that guy to be the mastermind
behind them.

(30) a. We believe him to be the mastermind behind those crimes,

that guy. i -

b. 17?7 We believe Yhat guy to be the mastermind behind them,

/ , those crimes.

Likewise, If the presence of existential there allows the inference that
the sentence has no topic, then the presence of a topic phrase Is also in
conflict with the structure og?the rest of the sentence.
(31) a, -7* There seems to be it on the table, a telephone.
b 17 Attéleghone; there seems to be @ on the table,
c. 17 There seems to be one on the table, a telephone.
d. 7 A telephone, there seems to be one on the table.

The oddness of the sentences of (31), in declining order, seems to come
from the alleged topichood of the displaced and dislocated NP, and its
definiteness of reference, or lack of it. |If there occurs at all, then

the NP a telephone has beéﬁ_'isplaced from possible subject/topic position,

" and hence cannot be perceived as topic. These properties found in the

sentemses of (31) show up more clearly by contrast with the sentences in

," A
Q (32), in which the dislocated NP is not the displaced subject. Since

36
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the NP was not displaced frﬁm subject position, It might be a topic, and
so may occur .in topic phrases.

-(32) a. 17 There seems to be a telephone on it, the table.
b. The table, there seems to be a telephone on it.

c. (?) The table, there seems to be a telephone on @.

While perhaps not splendidly fetjcitous, the sentences of (32) are certainly
better than those of (31). '

if the topic phrase and other features of ~syntactic structure and
semantic content of the NP matgh In identifying a topic;\there Is no effect
of redundancy, as.wo 1d occur if two elements were combined which had
identical or overlapping semantic content (cf. Grice, 1975, and Sadock,
»
1978). The topic-defining properties of marked sentence structures such
as Raising to Object sentences and the.extra material added in the topic
phrase, are therefore not semantic in origin. These properties seem to
be added on pragmatically, by inference about the speaker's‘intentions in
choosing this structure when other equivalent but less complex structures
are permitted by the grammar. These inferences cannot be cancelled because
structural oppositions (as opposed to stylistic oapoéitions or rhetorical
. devices) cannot be cahcelled«L;heyfcon;lnue to exist. fn the grammaf of
the I;nguage independently of the context of particular utterances. The
result of combining indicators of topic which conflict is an infelicitous
or pragmatically contradictory sentence. The sentences in (31), for example,

. A

are not necessarily deviant grammatically, but since they are contradictory

in a pragmatic sense, it is hard to imagine of what use the sentence

could be in any context.

37
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Summary of Topic Defining Devices in English

In the preceding sections | have proposed ways of defining sentence
topic that are particular to the grammar of Eng]fsh, and reseﬁble.other
languages only to the extent that the grammar of English is simi)ar to the
grammar of another Ianguaée. | have not said very much about universal
faCtOFS,tSUCh as overall prior coﬁtext, discourse topic, or emphasis indicated
phonologicaW;y or with'emphafic particles. These factors do contribute
to the perception of topic, but context has been defined here omgly in the
ways‘that if may reinforce or conflict with syntactic and semantic features.
Ultimately, | am proposing a scale of psychologically salient features of
the grammar of Englishe such that Feature F is salient enough to define
Constituent X as sentence topic «in the absence of more salient elements.
Some of the elements on the scale of grammatical propértfes are more
salient than any contextual or emphatic feature, but those at lhe weaker
end are not. | will assume some interaction between general factors such
as these, and the specific, ranked grammatical features, but in this paper
{ am mainly concerned with isolating the latter. i

In English, the grammatical definition of‘sentence topic Is determined
by the intersection of a NP semantic hierarchy of referring properties,
given in (13), and a syntactic hierarchy of markedness, particularly given
in (25). This scale (25) can be supplemented by two additional elements,
one at the weakest end of the scale, the surface grammatical subject of a
éentence in which no rule has changed the element in subject position, and
another at the strongest end of the scalke, which consists of NP phrases

adjoined to a clause, as in examples (26) - (32).~ As the grammatical scale

involves subjects "primarily, it must be claimed that in“English there is

3y -
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something perticularly salient about, subjects, as opposed to the initial

element of ¥he sentence, which may subsume subjects not preceded by a - -
-

prepésed adverb.

¢
' By a generali;bd\conversational inference’ or discourse strategy, as

in (7), subjects are perceived as topics. The scale in (25) is based on

- .
subject positions and what Ehey correspond to; the more marked the gpsition,
I

.

the'z?eater the disparity between surface and underlying role. This

char cterizatién fits the NPs affected by Réisfng,to Object or Exceptional

Case*Marking in the framework of Chomsky (1981), as an underlying'éubject
‘ /

has anomalous accusative marking. Whether it actually remains a subject
‘
in spite of its case and object-like surface properties is a matter of

controversgy, but itsmarkedness is undeniable. The most marked elements L
are outside the clause in which there is a coindexed element, and for this

: reason, the whole structure is manked. That is, If the ipeaker could

-
’

choose to express some proposition using a single clause, but instead

-y
chooses an 'extra' phrase as well, é;éi;)ome inference about salience of
A5

: the extra element s warranted.

Initlal position in a sentence is not what is associated with

syntact[tally defined sentence topics in English. |t seems, to be the

case that initial position or proximity to it is characteristic of sentence

topics In some languages (cf. the work of Firbas and others). But }f

this were true of English, ﬁ{en preposed adverbials should function as

topics, and in that case, then NP types from the lower end of (13) should

be possible in 'neutral’ position, but not in preposed position. But.

the experimental evidence in Davison and Lutz fto appear) strongly
- o -

=

suggests't%at preposed adverbials are not perceived as topics in the way
: -

that other, subject-like constituents are. And as (33) and (34) show,
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it is possible to prepose 'poor‘topic‘ NPs without restriction of meaning

or loss of acceptability:

(33) a. The bomb Is likely to go off at any moment. , .
. ‘ S \
b. At any moment, the bomb is likely to go off.

(3&& a. They show their slides of the Alps at the slightest
provocation/at the drop Qf’a hat.
b. At the. slightest provocation/at the drop of a hat,
they show their siides of the Albs.
The superlatjve in (34) and the generic adverbials in (33) and (34) are’
\ . ,
equally good in the a and b versions, with ‘normal' stress and level pitch.
~ o ’
So the syntactic properties which may be used to define sentence’

o
topics in the absence of more salient features cluster around surface

subject function, corresponding in some more marked cases to umderlying
objects, or to subject properties obscured by unusual case marking. This

-~

is so for all but the most marked stn:cture, in which topic constituent is
outside of clause structure. Of course, in this case It is hard to L
distinguish a dislocated NP from a preposed adverbial with high”pitch and
emphatic stress, but this may be the onlymlnstance of an initial adverbial
topic (cf. Langacker, 1974) -~

If the function of séntence topic Is associated with only one item,
then there may be an explanation.in the syntactic system of English for
whyvadverbials are not perceived‘éé tOpids;‘but%SUBJectS éréa"Engiish
lacks the rule of German which obligatorily inverts the subjéct with the
first verbal element if some gther constituent is‘prepoBed. For th4;
reason, dislocated, ;opicallzed or preposed cdnstituents may precéde a
clause subject.vin any namber. |f sentence topics wqre’nnguniquely

4

identified by subject properties (out of other syntactic properties);

A i

4u

han ¢
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then no one of the preverbal constituents wou ld be uniquely salient. But
in languages like Norwegian which have an obligatory jnversion rule, there

can be only one preverbal constituent, which.is, perceived as the sentence

"topic (Faarlund, 1981). So, if the inifial'é{ement in a main clause (or

" its pragmatic equlivalent) is the subject, it ‘is the toptc; otherwise the

subject and verb are inverted, and,the preverbal constituent is a topic.

It can be anaphoric to the context, or 'deictic,' serving as a connective

to the context (Faaniunq,»ISSI),

" The definition of Subject propert1es in surface structure needs to

be made more expliéit for English. Nominative case and verbal agrgement

‘are characteristic, of subjects in finite clauses, and preverbal position

~, .

_in non-finite clauses. | would like to distinguish between inverted

. subjects in yes-no questions, which have topics corresponding to the topic

of the equiva]enf assertion, from inverted subjects following there, which

are not topics. So the correct stipulation seems to be that preverbal

< ]
-

position is crucial for a1l.subjects, unless there is no constituent

preceding the verb.

S

There is another aspect of salience which determines what a sentence

topic may be. So far .l have defined topics in térms of clauses, A

.
v 3

sentence consisting of many clauses could in principle have as many topics
¢ . C )
as ‘it has overt subjects, by this definition; but generally this is not

the case. A normal sentence, no matter how complex it may be syntacticably,

: N ,
usually has at most one sentence topic, and if sentence topics aféusuppSSed‘

to serve a discourse function of dgfining what the sentence is -about, it

1

would seem ‘to follow that for such definition to be effective, there

.éhould be only one topic. So | will add to the scales of salience and |
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markedness the notion of clause salience, whbh main clauses as more salient o

13

than subordinate clauses.:

The major exception télthis matching of

syntactic subordination to pragmatic subordination is illgstratea by e —

v

the caies oflhaisipg to Object. and expfessiong of tHeltypé it seems that p,

| -think that p etc. Predicates of belief, pérception and assertion,

including the verbs that govern Raising, have” a number of syntactic and - -
pragmatic properties. They are in some sense redundant because their . ‘

meaning is closely related to properties of assertions; constituents con-
. . ) ! R

‘taining them may be perceived as pragmatically 'transparent,' so that

~

| think p is pragmatically though not semanfically equivalent to asserting

-

P alone; constituents containing them may be parenthetical tags; -and

1

syitactic Ytructures characteristic of main clauses may occur- in their

°

complements, under some circumstances  (Hooper & Thompson, 1973, Green,
1976) . . : - ’ o y

So for syntactically defined sentence topics, and possibly also for

e

topics defined by:referential properties, the topic ‘'of the whole sentence .
is the topic of the most pragmatica11y salient clause, generally thevmijn

clause. .But note that an Imperati&e main clausé, "lacking a subject; fails

; B

to define a topic, so that if there is a subordinate clause, its subject
may be topic. So by this definition, (35)a lacks.a topic, while (35)b - d

have topics: . ‘ o o SR .

' . . .
” .

(35) a. ShTt the door. o .

b. Consider this case to be equivalent to the preceding one.

¢. That door, shut it, please.

d. That door, tell John he should shut it.

The raised subject in (35)b is a topic by both syntactic markedness and

v

/appropriaté referring pfopefties} .Thét door in (35)c, and d is a topic

a ¢ . .

)
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by the same properties, including very marked Synfactic structure. Note
‘that in this case, where there 'is a separate topic "phrase, it does not

matter whether it corresponds to a édnstltuent of a main clause or a

;

subordinate clause. 1f we want (35)a to have a topic, it woul9.be defined

I3 .

@ - by referring prbpérties of the NP alone, not by‘syntax. tf not, then a

6

sentence such as (3S)a-might serve to introduce a topic into discourse,'

which then might occur as the topic of a succeeding sefitence.

. Conclusion
—_— . 3

I have proposed in this paper that thenjdtion\of sentence topic is
a pragmatic one, and does not correspond to a grammatical category defined

b9 the grammar of English. But topics are defined by conversational

- .

v

implicature of a very regulir and general kind on the basis of linguistic

'
t

as well ag contextual information.. The‘inforhation of a linguistic nature
may include the syngactic properties of a sentence in which a potential
- topic ‘NP occurs, a§/well as the semantic properties of a NP, pafticdlariy
'the ones whj;h help ‘to défine its referent. The most regular and general
inference ig that the topic of a sentence is the subject of the superordinate
clause, or the most pragmatically salient clause. The” properties of "
grammatical. subject whicb contribute to the definition of possible topics

include preverbal position--so that post-verbal NPs in there constructjons

are not perceived as topics--verbal agreement morphology if no NP precedes

N the ve(b, and distinctive,pronoun*morpﬁology. It is pos;ible tb cancel
this inference in\'unmarked' syntactic }tructures, either by contex§ual
infofmation'which defines some other constituent .besides the subject ds

* topic, or by the referring properties of the NP in subjecf po§[tion. £

- the referent of the subject NP is hand/ﬁo determine from the information

ERIC , | o .
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given, then topic function is assigned to some other NP with more explicit
= 'y . . : : .
referential properties, if there is one in the sentence, But in 'marked’

syntactic confexts the subject-topic inference is harder to cancel. There

are degrees of cancellability, since syntactic markedness is a'matter of.

degree, determined by the extent to which the surface structure does not

directly represent underlying logical relations. The more marked the

.

‘syntactic structure is in which a possible topic NPs occurs, the more

C e

difficult it is to cancel the topic function of a NP assigned by inference.

N

Where cancellation is ruled out by the markedness of the syntactic structure,

.

then certain types of NP are generally ruled out in subject or other marked

.

position. Their appearance in these positions is infelicitous, rather than

’

N / .
ungrammatical, and émpty. of useful cohtribution to discourse.

~This view of sentence topic in English, based on the syntax and lexicon

of English, allows us to claim some psychological reality for thé notion,
wi thout introducfng the claim that the ;haracterfzation of topics is |
operative in all circumstances and in all structures. By the definition
and strategy | have offered here, the perception of topic is dependent on
a number of factbrs, and is not iniegrated into the description of grammar.
One m}ght’say that it is opefative in the absence of other, stronger
faétors, including intonatidénal patterns and emphatic stress, which I have
not discusged here. .Thét;is, unless some plhster of factoré defines a more
salient element,'the syntactic structure'of a seﬁtence and the content of
. noun phrases may define a sentence topic. ﬂThis topfc may agree&with
‘previous context, or merely be compatible with.it; in more striking cases,

4

it may conflict. .

o o y |
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"~ Topic-function can thus be separated from the rules of the grammar

of the language (however they may be Fepresented formally). The syntax
of English can be regarded as aﬁtonomous, and wfthout pragmatic conditions

attached to syntactic rules or to semantic features. The choices of

‘syntactic construction or NP type described in this paper are truly

s

optional, in that -1 regard rules such as There Insertion-and Passive as

‘ 'operating without regard to speaker beliefs or discourse contexts. These

beliefs may be present, of course, and we. may regard certain sentence
structures as incompatible with discourse contexts or various beliefs.
But to do this is not the same as incorporating pragmatic conditions into

~a syntactic/semantic system. The only sense:.in which this is done, in

* this paper, is in the sense that inferences are calculated on the basis

of grammatical and‘semahtjc elements which_form a system of oppositions

in the language. Some import beyond literal meaning may legitimately be

‘read into the cholce of a more marked structure.

s

-

b
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]On this point, | think that the point made by Reinhart (1981) is

compelling: within a sentence, any second mention of.an indivfdual auto-

matically makes the referring expression a topic phfase, if topics represent'

old information.‘ But second mention in a sentence usually'does not have

tﬁis effect, The altérnative characterization of sentence topics, what -

the sentence is 'about,' Is a more realistic description of the function

of sentence tspic§, though not a very explicit criterion for picking out

the sentence topic inany particular case, But the function of defining g\}
BRI

'aboutness" egaléins better than the property of being 'old inform{i?g{j//ﬁw

A .
why sentences do not have multiple sentence topics (1 do not exclude the

pOSS}bil‘ty that they may have multiple discourse topics, following Reinhart).
if the property of being 'old information' is defined by prior mention,

or context. then it could be true of many constituents in a sentence that
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they represeng old information. Thus topics’definéd in this way could match
many constituents in a sentence. But as Adrienne Lehrer has pointed out (p.d.),
communication is'‘more efficient and easlly reiated to discourse if what the
sentence is about is just oné entity, designated by one sentenﬁe constituent.

Of course, a ence may Le about different things on different occasiqps

of utterance; topic-function is not uniquely and constantly assigned to -
grammatical units in the same way that grammatical roles are.

2There is clearl? something pragmatically misleading about specifying
information about something which either does not exist, or is not identi-
fiable by virtue of the linguistic exgressi;n'in subjé t/tgpic position,

and this conflict o% semantic, syntactic and pragmatic inférmatiqn wou Id

be hard to assign a specific truth value; predicated information may be
evaluated relative to what is known about a certain entity. Thq\chafééter:\\‘
ization of subjects as tépics is not explicitly made by Strawson in the

article cited, but it is implicit in his use of 'center of interest,' and

active and passive séptences as examples. N\

3

~

In the experiment reported in Davison and Lutz (to appear), reaction

«

®
time was measured for reading the second of a sequence of two sentences.

In the gsﬁgpéhsentence, there were two possibilities: either an 'optional'
transformation had applied, or it did not, though the sentence was a
Zouhterpart of the first version. The transformations in question were
Passjve, There Insertion, Adverb Preposing, Raising to Subject and Raising ™
to Object. The 'target' sentence was preceded by a context sentence, which
- - .

could be one of three kinds: (i) neutral§ (ii) biassed to the transformed

. —
version and, against the untransformed version; or (iii) biassed to the

ol

§
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untransformed version and, where possible, against the transformed version.

Bias was cefated by making an element of ghe context match what was ~ °

supposed to be in topic position, by‘slass-membership or alternative
- description. In the Adverb Preposing cases, there was no difference in

reaction‘tlm! for the preposed and unprep versions (ii) and (iii) in

"

the second kind of context (i), in which the“context is biassed towards

édverbialf ) . | u

n

. (i) (Context) Shopping in other countries can be frustrating
Y

the subject and mot the preposed

0

for Americans. : .

(1i) (untransfarmed target) Most English shops are not open

. N

after 6 p.m.

(ii1) (transformed target) After 6 p.m., most English shops are

not- open.
These results strongly- suggest that initial elements-which would include
: ©

preposed adverbials-are not topics necessarily, “Reaction times should .

v

have been much'lopger for the transformed version if preposed adverbials

S

could be topics when the context is biassed towards the subject. -In fact

-

{ N
actual reaction times were somewhat longer for the preposéd version, as

<

though the linking of context with preposed adverbial, rather than subject,
~

#” was somewhat misleading. ' ' v vy

s

]

»
equally preferred in a giv iscourse context. Sinha (1974) provides a
. number of éxamples of passive sentences used in contexts;;Lere the corre-
‘ -
. sponding active version would be strange or certainly inferior to the

passivgﬂversion. He claims that such cases indicate that there is an
Y.
o : :

ERIC - ne
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’ the reverse Is found; in the context biassed towards the preposed adverbial,

l’ : £ . | .,
The active and passive versions of the 'same' sentence are not always

]

——
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inherent semantic difference between the active and passive constructions.

3

But | gue in this paper ghat they are equivalent in meaning but are

perceived differently in some contexts because the topic-subject inference.

.

applies to differeﬁt constituents. As Ziff (1966) observed, active and

passive sentences are about different arings.

5

In these examples, I'regéfd sit as an int#%nsitive verb which never
, - e A . i
takes a true direct object. It contrasts wieh the causative and transitive
counterpart. seat, like fall, fell.  For arguments that passive sentences
with sit Prep are derived from sources with iq}ransitive verbs, see
Davison (1980-b). 4 .
6 , ™~ Lo .
This case contrasts with the failure-of-reference cases discussed by

U - s o
Strawson (1971), and explained in terms of contradiction between the .

semantic content of the NP and its lack of referent in the world. Names

like UnGIe.ForreSter and definite descriptions such ag\fhe man who broke

the bank at Monte Carlo imply at least pragmatically that there'exists a

referent, @nd the referent Is known to the speaker and possibly also to the
A } » . >

u

hearer. .There and other NPs which are semantically empty, or nearly so,

and which are not used as names,‘do’npt give any information abogt a

.

purported referent. They may be used in subject pasitibn with cancellation

v
-y -

Aof the topic inference, rather than with contradiction. .

-

7Sentéh€e (10)b and (11)b are marked as strange in the existential
reédingywith a non-specific indefinite reading for the NP. These sentences
are mich better im a discourse context introducing referents for the NPs,

making'thgﬁhspecific: Where are the three flies? or fhere are three .

)

waiters and | know the whereabouts of two of them. These contexts and -

readings are independent of the point beinb made here.

24

>
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STQF pattern of reaction times reported in Davison and Lutz (to appear)
©

for Raising to Object sentences indicate that the lower clause subject

“

- functions as the toplic of the sentence overall. Reactioh time Is lower

for both versions of the sentence if the context sentence Is linked with

’

the lower cléusg subject, and are high otherwise. .
9As the .preceding note suggests, the lower clause NP may be perceived
as sentence topic even If Ralsing does not apply, because of the pragmatic

transparency of the higher clause. (The class of verbs believe, report,

considen is semantically related to various components of assertions, so

that the superordinate clause cbntalning one of these verbs may be prag-

matically, though not semantically, disregarded. | am grateful to David

}

Dowty for discussion clarifying this point.)
- ]

#

OAnother e*}mple of the persisténce of what is conveyed by marked

structures may be seen by comparing subjectless imperative sentences with

\

other sentences having subjects which may be used jin an Iimperative sense, -

N L ov,

(i) You will open the transom, but | am not asking you to

open the transom.

There is no'contradiction in (i), in spite of the fact that (ii) may be used

v

like (i11):

v

(i1) You will open the transom(!) ~
(111) Open the transom. . \
(iv) #Open the transom, but I'm not asking you’to open the transom.

If (111) Is meant to be taken as an Imperative, and not as a sentence

fragment with a specific prior discourse context, then (iv) is contradictory.

The difference is that the tenseless subjectless structure is 'marked’

while the subject-tensed verb combination in (ii) is not. The inference

’ b4

24
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that it is meant as a directive is cance]lable,,Whi]é the directive.

'quality’of (iv) is.not. 1. o < \
" o ]IHorn (1980) argues. that the higher clause posjtionxﬁn (i)_cdhven¥
tjonally implies that the NP occupying the&suquct posftion has'a referent

%
.

. and the referent is existent. : : I

ot - -' 1 .‘ 2’» ‘ i )

(i) Susani looks Tike she’gi going to say something. -

) v : T L2

The output of the rule of 'Richard,' or Subject Copying, illystrated here
: L “ ' i : .

e

2 . . ) ,
islfmarked"for the, same reasonh as the output of Raising to Subject, with
o - o . \. . . ’ . .
the additional factor that there is a pronoun copy instead of a null"

v subject‘in the Io&er,clguse. The stfbcture in (i), theéeforé is‘not pa}t
of the class to which EquivNP‘Deletion and‘R;ising to Subject stru;tLres
belong. As Horn shows,vthe;rule may‘nbt place an indefinfte-With non-’.
specific réferenée in subject position, and other“NP types are é]so

restricted, as for Raising to Object;

(ii) The smallest particle looks like it's going to be discovered,

(iii) The jig looks like it's up.

(iv) Any doctor sounds like he can give you a prescription for

the medicine.

5

(v) ‘It sounds like any doctor can g?Ve you a prescription for the
medicine. _ - ‘
(ii) - (iv) are strange, but note that (v) is not odd, and is a way that

»

the content of (iv) can be expresséd. The oddity of (iv) is therefore‘dué,;e
syntactic structure. What is called syntactic markedness here corresponds

to Horn's conventional implicature associated with subject position.

»

14 . .
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2AS»Akmajian and Kit&@%wa 1976) pount out, NPs cohtainfng quantifiers~

undergo felétiVization»(and RalSlng to Object AD) but make poor toplcs

dlslocated or toplcallzed phrases. NeVertheless, some quantified expres-

suons, wnth definite artlcles particularly, can be toplcallzed

(i) "[All those books , 1 T .

Two of those bqpks,‘ ’
| can't <tand (them),

.
’

) ’ .
Most of those books,

A few of those books,

s

. ’ ) ‘ : : S . .
Quantified expressions like these should be able to function as topics,

since they give some information about the intended referents, relative to

' . N . : ', ! .
’ the set of possible referents--i.e., none, s%me, a certain quantity, etc.

13

As for conJonned sentence structures, | know of no reason for assuming

that the syntactic construction defines one element as more pragmatlcally -

salient than the other. So the sentence topics of each will be perceived

. oy
- ! N

as if the two sentences were adjacent in discourse. . S ™

' 4 ﬂ .
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