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ABSTRACT 
To explore the concept of lexical collocation, or 

relationships between words, a study was conducted based on three 
ássumpt'ions: (1) that a text structure for a"unit of discourse was 
analogous to that existing at the level of the sentence, (2) that 
such a text form could be discovered if a large enough sample of 
generically similar texts was examined, and (3) that such an 
analogous text form could be found by studying the relationship 
between lexical collocation and topic/oomment sequence. Editorial 
columns from newspapers as diverse as "The Wall Street Journal" and 
"The Charlotte Observer" were collected and read over a nine-month 
period. A team of readers was then asked to select 100 particularly 
well-written texts. Each selected piece was examined for the make-up 
and location of each major lexical set; the ,location of topic and 
comment, theme and rheme, and agent and action within each sample 
sentence; and the way in which these major lexical sets were 
distributed within topic/comment, theme/rheme, and so forth. Results 
seemed to support the hypothesis that when a lexical set regularly 
occurs within the topic portion of sentences, the lexical set will be 
seen as the causal agent or structure principle of that particular 
text. Similarily, when a lexical set regularly occurs within the 
comment section of sentences, the lexical set will be perceived as 
representing the point of that text. (Copies of two texts that were 
analyzed are appended.) (HOD) 



LEXICAL COLLOCATION AND TOPIC OCCURRENCE IN WELL-WRITTEN EDITORIALS: 

A STUDY IN FORM 

James C. Addison, Jr. 



Lexical Collocation and Topic Occurrence in Well-Written Editorials: 
A Study in Form 
By James C. Addison, Jr. 

Operating Definitions and Limits 

For my purposes, lexical collocation is the same as 

for Halliiay and Hasan: "The cohesive effect of such pairt 

 depends not so much on any systematic semantic relationship 

as on their tendency, to share the same lexical environment, 

to occur in COLLOCATION with one another."1 They wrote 

that "any twQ, lexical items having similar patterns of 

collocation--that is, tending to appear in similar con-

texts--will generate a cohesive force if they occur in 

adjacent sentences."2 It is with this last statement 

that I' wish to take exception:. I have found that col-

locational cohesion is achieved beyond adjacent sentences, 

that it occurs throughout segments or chunks of a text, 

often spanning many lines. Like interlace in poetry, 

perhaps, this collocational cohesion depends on something 

other than structure in its ordinary sense. I see this 

collocational cohesion, the kind considered most specula-

tiveby Halliday and Hasan, as being a kind of semantic 

interlace that provides texts with their texture--their 

non-structural cohesion or lexical form. 

By text, I mean any unit of discourse longer than the 

sentence. By lexic'al set, I mean a chain or pattern of 

lexical items which exhibit a meaning (elation to one 

another. A lexical set is thus a cohesive chain, and 



meaning derives or accrues from. the' sequence of words because 

there is a kind of synthesis of the elements within the

shared lexical, environment. More simply, lexical sets, 

as I am using the term, are chains of words sharing the 

same meaning context. These chains or sets can span 

great'distances within a particular text and are,not 

limited to adjacent sentences is Halliday and Hasan 

claimed. Rather, they are capable of spanning tens 

of sentences, even paragraphs and chunks of discourse. 

Topic, as I am using the term, refers to "that about 

which the writer will assert something.° The topic is 

characteristically the first noun phrase in a clause and 

usually the subject. In carefully constructed English 

sentences--the kind you are likely to find in the profes-

sionally written editorials I. examined--topic often cor-

responds to the older, less surprising information--to 

what textlinguists call theme. In examining these care-

fully constructed English sentences, then, we car, expect 

a certain correspondence between topic and subject, topic 

and agent, topic and first noun phrase, and topic and older 

information .(theme). 

Similarly, comment, as I am using the term, refers 

to "that which the writer asserts about a topic." 4 As, 

Joseph 1Jilliadis and others have pointed out, this canon-



ical sequence would roughly equate comment and predicate, 

comment and action/goal, comment and verb phrase, and 

comment and newer, less well known information--whet 

textlinguists call rheme. Thus, two levels of rhetorical 

strurcture--topic/comment and theme/rheme--can be arrayed

with two levels of syntactic-semantic structure--subject/ 

verb/action and agent/action/goal. Because such carres-

pondences in structure exist at the-level of the sentence 

(the microstructural level), I wanted to know if units 

'of discourse larger than the sentence (texts  ) possessed. 

an analogous form. 

Assumptions With Which I Began My Study 

.My most basic assumption -when I began the study of 

editorial texts was that (1) a text structure or form 

existed for a unit of discourse as a whole that was 

analogous to•that which existed at the level of the 

sentence; (2)' that such a text form could be-discovered 

if I examined a large enough sample of generically

similar texts; and (3) that the key to finding such

an analogous text form lair in the relationship between 

lexical collocation and topic/comment sequence. 

DircctiOn of the Study 

For the past nine months, I have' collected änd read 

editorial columns from newspapers as diverse as The Wall 

Street Journal and The .Charlotte Observer.' After collect- 



:ing hundreds of these columns,. I had a team .of readers 

select one hundred texts that were•particularly well-

written. For each selected pièce, I examined three 

things: (1) the makeup and location of each major 

lexical set or ehain; (2) the locations of topic and 

comment', theme and rheme, and agent ,and action within 

each sample's sentences; and (3) the way in which these

major lexical sets were distributed within tópic/comment, 

theme/rheme, etc. 'But because I believed that the key 

to finding the form I sought lay in topic/comment, I 

looked particularly at this division.. 

My direction was new to discourse analysis because, 

although others--nótably van Dijk, Williams, and ;litte--

have s,üggested the importance of sentence topic to overall 

structure or form ïn.texts, nothing has appeared on it.5 

Most .research in this area, such as that of Firbas, Fries, 

and, Clark and Haviland, has focused on•lexical item dis-

tribution within patterns of •old.and new information. 

Because there is cprrecpondence, anyway, between topic 

~ and comment and theme and rheme, just as there is corres-

pondence between topic and comment and agent and action,' 

I selected' topjc/ccm ment as the key because it subsumed 

the others and was the nearest thing to macrostructure 

within the paradigm. :Topics arid comments, like lexical 

sets, fall intó the nexus between macrostructure and 

microstructure.' I thought, when I began to consider 

the project, that within this gray area I,would'dis-

cover the key to overall form. 



Illustration of Method and Statement of Findings 

In order to illustrate. how the analysis was done for 

each sample text, I would like to refer to two figures, libeled 

Figure 1 and Figure 2. The two texts are fairly representative 

of my sample of one hundred. For each of the two texts, I have 

done three things: (1) I have identified the major lexical sets 

with a distincitve marking; (2) I have place an asterisk or double 

asterisk before the first word and after the last word in each 

set and (3) I have marked with a virgule the division between 

topic and comment in each sentence. 

By looking at these two figures, we'oan discover the important 

findings I made'in the larger study. I will tentatively say, then, 

that the remarks I make about these two texts•ar.e representative

of the "editorial columns I examined. Whether or not these remarks 

are representative of the editorial as a species of written dis-

course is a,cohclusion which awaits a larger. sample. 

, If we now turn to Figure 1, a column by Arnold Packer appear-

ing this past January (1983), we notice two dominant lexical sets, 

those which I have labeled A and B.. Although there are other

minor sets, I have decided to simplify thb figure by m'arking,only 

the two important ones: Set A, marked with a single underscore, 

,consists'of'items having to do with new commuter technology. 

Set B, marked with a double underscore, consists of items having 

to do with the ignored needy'. This text,.because it is so simple,

is 'excellent for illustration; éssentiallÿ, it is'made up of two 

major sets. Others, far more complex lexically, contain six 

or more.. 



If we look at how far the two sets extend in the 

text, we see that both are distributed pretty much 

throughout. That is, although set A, made up of items 

about new computer technology, starts before and ends 

after set B, both sets span over 550 words. Each set 

is denser at some points and sparser at others, but 

the bunching of items within a set occurs more in 

segments or chunks of discourse than in orthographic 

paragraphs. 

Looking now at the third thing I have done with 

each text, we find that set A regularly occurs in the 

topic of sentences (59% occurrence). And set B regu-

larly occurs In the comment of sentences (78% occurrence). 

Fries pointed out in 1979 that if a lexical set regularly 

occurs with the old information then that set would be 

perceived as the method of development of that text and 

that if a lexical set regularly occurs with the new in-

formation then that set would be perceived as forming 

part of the point (main idea) of that text.6 Although 

this discovery works well enough with narrative texts 

and other narrator-dominated forms of discourse, it 

does not explain the way non-narrative forms work. 

What I have done, then, is to both extend and redirect 

Fries' hypothesis. Restated, it is this: "When a lexical 

set regularly occurs within the topic portion of sentences, 

that lexical set will be seen as the causal agent, or 

structuràl principle of that particular text; similarly,. 

when a lexical set regularly.occurs within the comment 



section of sentences, that lexical set will be perceived 

as representing the point of that text." In Text 1, which 

is titled "Computer Revolution Bypassing the Needy," 

set A, by regularly occurring in the topic portion of 

sentences, is seen as the causal agent or structural 

principle of the piece. That is, the set regularly 

occurring with the topic, the set' made up of items re-

lating to the ignored needy, tells the reader that the 

point of this editorial text has to do with the needy 

being bypassed. Of course, in a,n. editorial column 

with oniÿ two major sots, determining such a thing 

may not seem of great importance. But what about an 

editorial column much more lexically complex--a column 

where there are six major sets, any of which might carry 

the burden of meaning and. form? 

Figure 2 provides the illustration. Here we have 

a column written by James Fellows titled "Two Military 

Challenges Reagan is Avoiding." The column"appeared in 

.The New York Times about two"years' ago. For this text, 

I have marked four major lexical sets, but I could have 

marked,at least two more. The piece is both lexically 

complex, and, according to a team of-readers, 'eery well 

written. Set A, marked with'a single underscore, consists 

of items having to do with the Reaian Administration. 

Set B, marked with a double underscore, Consists of items 

having to do with a bonded, cohesive fighting force. 

Set C,'set off in parentheses, is made up of items having 

to do with military challenciés. Set D, set off in square 



brackets, is made up of items having to do with both the 

volunteer force And its opposite, the draft. 'Other major 

sets that I could have shown, but for the lack of space, 

are the one.containing items having to do with madhines 

and the one containing items having to do with spending. 

If we now turn to the span of the sets, we notice 

something different from what we found in Text 1. Here 

the sets are not of the same length; _ in fact, their 

lengths are quite varied. Set C,'for instance, made

up of items• having to do with military challenges, covers 

only. 140 words. Set B, dealing with a bonded fighting

force, spans 475 words. We notice, too, that the sets 

are bunched ,as they were in Text 1, but' even in a more 

pronounced way. Each of the four sets in Text 2 is

bunched or clustered at a greater density than either 

of the two' sets in Text 1. Once again, this clustering

of lexical iteeis conforms not to orthographic paragraphing

but to stadia.or chunks of discourse, and such grouping 

suggests something about overall,form in ;these texts. 

.If. we now look at the third thing I have done with 

Figure 2, we find that set A, having to do with the Reagan 

Administration, regularly occurs in the topic section,of 

sentences (100% occurrence). Based on my 'restated hypd-

thesis, then, set A„ regularly occurring in •the topic,

must represent or be perceived as representing the causa-

tive agent or structural principle in that text. Thus, 

in Fallowst article, the causative agent is the Reagan. 

Admillistratioh (this seems analogous to the agent/action 

https://stadia.or


order at the microstructural level), and items having

to do with thé Reagan Administration supply the causative 

principle or structural cohesion for the discourse. 

If we now turn to set B, we find that it regularly occurs 

in the comment portion of sentences (79% occurrence). 

Thus, this set, having to do with cohesive, bonded fighting 

.force, mist represent the point or.major issue of the 

text. But, according to my readers' responses, bonds 

or bonding is only one of the two major points of the 

article. The other is the draft. 

In order to understand this potential problem, we 

need to look a little further. Set D, consisting of 

items having to do with the 'volunteer force and the 

draft, regularly occurs in the comment section of

sentences (71% occurrence); thus, it, too, must repre-

sent part 'of the point of the text. In fact, most 

cf my readers select the unique occurrence of the item the 

draft--the last word in the column's 680 words--when 

questioned about the point of the article. In such 

a. lexically complex text as_this, then, we discover 

that the point is multiple. Not only is part of the 

point contained in sets B and D, but part of it, having. 

to do with military .challenges, is contained in' set C, 

which regularly occurs (75% occurrence) in the comment 

of sentences. 

Conclusions

So, we have discovered that we can ascertain both the 

structural cohesion or lexically governed form of 'an editorial 



text apd its point by looking at how the lexical sets 

occur in the topic and comment sections of sentences. 

We,have also discovered a way to bridge the gap between 

microstructural and matcrostructural relationships. If 

a reader follows my three-step procedure by (1) identifying 

the major lexical sets of a text, (2) determining the 

topic/comment division within sentences, and (3) seeing 

how the individual sets are distributed within the topic 

and comment portions of sentences, he will have discovered 

the key to form in the generic editorial column. We 

can hypthesize further that the overall form of a specific 

kind of discourse can be discovered by extending what 

we already know about syntagmatic relationships and 

form at the sentence level and applying it in conjunction 

with lexical analysis of texts. When the necessary studies 

are done, I think we will find that lexical arrangement 

in texts plays a far more important role in the determina-

tion of form änd meaning than has hitherto been thought. 



Notes 

1M.A.K. Halliday and Ruqaiya Hasan, Cohesion in English 
(London: Lcngman, 1976), p. 286. 

2Halliday, p. 286. 

3Joseph M. Williams, "Nuclear Structures in Discourse," 
an unpublished paper, p..7. 

4Williams, p. 7. 

5See, for example, Joseph M.•Williams, Style: Ten Lessons 
in Clarity and Grace (Glenview, Illinois: Scott, Foresman, 
1981), pp. 119-124.; Teun van Dijk, Sentence Topicand
Discourse Topic (University of Amsterdam Department of 
Literary Studies, mimeographed), to be published in Papers 
in Slavic Philology, 1976; Stephen 1. Witte and Lester 
Faigley, "Coherence, Cohesion, and Writing Quality," 
College Composition and Communication, 32 (May, 1981), 
189-204. 

6Peter H. Fries, "Patterns and Interpretation," unpub-
lished ms. draft (Central Michigan Univ., 1979). p. 71. 



Set A: items having to do with the new computer technology

Set B: items having to do with the ignored needy
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Figure 2 

Set A: items having to do with
the Reagan Administration

Set B: items having to do with
a bonded, cohesive fighting
force

Set C: items having to do with 
(military challenges) 

Set D: items having to do with 
the volunteer force and
the draft 
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