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In this paper I address the applicability of natural categorization to studies
in functional sentence perspective. First (1), I concentrate on the concept of
natural category. Next (2), I discuss some work on topics done within the na-
tural, prototype-oriented, paradigm. Finally (3), I advance a feature-weighted
model of topic prototypicality in English and Polish.

1. The concept of natural category is an alternative to that of classical
category. The contrast between the two is founded on a different understan-
ding of our categorization principles, that is the way in which we perceive the
world: the entities and relations obtaining among them. In other words, what
is at stake here is the operation of human cognition in general. Accordingly,
the scope and weight of the problems concerned far transcends the domain
of linguistic explorations. Actually, the appropriateness and applicability of
natural categorization to language studies is a matter of derivative considera-
tions. Given the complexity of the issue at hand, the present section will cer-
tainly prove allusive and cursory rather than argumentative. 1ts main purpose,
however, is only to point down the fundamentals of natural categorization and
their linguistic implications.

The theory of natural categorization questions the basic assumptions of
objectivist metaphysics: category membership is determined by objective,
necessary and sufficient, conditions, i.e., by way of shared properties; all mem-
bers of the category have something in common, thus being “equal” to one
another; categories have clear, nonfuzzy, boundaries (no degrees of member-
ship are allowed); no external motivation for category inclusion is ¢onsidred
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(e.g. background knowledge or subjective experience). Instead, the theory
natural categorization brings to the fore the role of experiential factors in c:
tegory inclusion and, among them, human perception, mental imagery, b
dily experiences, motor movements, desires and intentions, expectations, pers
nal and social experiences.

Attacks on classical categorization came independently from different c:
gnitive sciences (see esp. Lakoff 1982 a, b). However, the main arguments ag;
inst the objectivist hypotheses were given by psychologists and, in particula
by Rosch’s (1978) empirical studies. Her research can be summarized as fo
lows. Category systems have both a vertical and a horizontal dimension. Tk
vertical dimension concerns the level of inclusiveness of the category — it
the dimension along which the terms like collie, dog, mammal vary. The hor
zontal dimension concerns the segmentation of categories at the same level «
inclusiveness — it is the dimension on which dog, cat, car and sofa differ. A
for the vertical dimension, Rosch (1978:30) argues that not all possible leve
of categorization are ‘“‘equally good or useful”’. On the other hand, in order 1
increase the distinctiveness and flexibility along the horizontal dimensio;
categories should be defined in terms of prototypes or prototypical instance
which contain attributes most representative of items inside, and less repre-
sentative of items outside, the category. Accordingly, Rosch’s findings are often
described in terms of (i) basic level results, and (ii) prototype results.

(1) Rosch (p. 32) argues that certain categories are more ‘‘basic” than ot-
hers, which means that they are recognized more rapidly, processed more easily,
learned earlier, used more frequently, given shorter names, associated with de-
finite motor activities, etc. These are ‘‘basic-level” categories. They locate
“in the middle”, i.e. between superordinate and subordinate categorles cf.
cf. chair versus furniture and kitchen-table, respectively.

(1) Rosch’s prototype results boil down to the following assumption:some
members of a eategory are more representative of it than other members.
Thus, e.g., robins are more representative of the category BIRD than chickens,
penguines or ostriches. The most representative members are called ““prototy-
pical”’. The prototypical-nonprototypical distinction entails the following
corollaries. Category membership is determined not by necessary and sufficient

-conditions but by clusters of attributes that characterize the most representa-

tive members. None of the attributes need be necessary or sufficient for cate-
gory membership. Attributes do not have equal status: normally, some are
more important than others for category membership, i.e. they are more hea-
vily “‘weighted’ (in the sense of Bates and MacWhinney 1982:211 — see be-
low). Category boundaries are inexact, i.e. concepts are tuzzy. Category bound-
aries are, however, conventionally motivated by external, possibly culture-based,
factors, that is they associate with ‘“background frames” or ‘“experiential
gestalts’” (in the sense of Lakoff and Johnson 1980:176f; see also Lakoff
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1982a:25). These are the ways of organizing experience into structural multi-
dimensional, wholes.

By and large, the prototype results suggest that in our perception of what-
categories are we depend not that much on the objects themselves, but rather
on our idealized mental models of those objects, i.e. Idealized Cognitive Models.
(in the sense of Lakoff 1982a). This means that understanding takes place in
terms of entire domains of experience and not in terms of isolated concepts..
Any theory consistent with the basic-level and the prototype results may be
referred to as a theory of natural categorization or prototype theory.

A linguist of the ‘“‘naturalist’’ persuasion purports that linguistic catego--
ries are natural, 1.e. that they have the kind of structure that conceptual cate--
gories do. At this point at least the following facts should be noted:

(1) some categories are gradient, e.g. fall, i.e. they have inherent degrees.
of membership;

(i1) some categories have clear boundaries but show prototype effects
(see, e.g. Fillmore’s discussion of bachelor in Lakoff 1982a);

(111) some categories are radial, i.e. there are central and noncentral mem-
bers of the category. It is arguable, for instance, that this is the property of”
syntactic categories. Namely, the categories that are mapped onto surface
form have their semanto-pragmatic underpinnings. However, central constru-
ctions are basic in that they contain the most systematic semanto-pragmatic-
pairings; they are the best (=prototypical) examples of the category in ques.
tion. Noncentral constructions, on the other hand, are departures from the
most representative type. A good case at point is the grammatical subject.
Bates and MacWhinney (1982:208), (see also Comrie 1981:101) argue that-
the grammatical subject in English normally combines topichood with agen-
tivity. Nonetheless adult speakers of English can produce, understand and jud-
ge as grammatical a variety of sentences containing, say, nonagentive subjects,.
as 1n (1) below:

1. The knife cuts,

nontopicalized agents, as in (2):
2. J6hn hit the ball, not Fred,

or abstract “‘entitylike’’ nouns, as in (3):
3. John’s drinking bothers me.

This, they argue, shows that the semantico-pragmatic heterogenity of syntactic
classes can be captured best in terms of family resemblance and goodness of
membership: some subjects are ‘‘better’’ than others. In other words, the pro-
prototype-based paradigm should allow us to get a better understanding of
how the various meaning-and-structure-related tensions co-exist in the over-
all system of the language. Admittedly, it is hard to deny today that as yet
the applicability of natural categorization principles to linguistics remains.
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a matbter of cautious optimism; prototype-based explications of sentential
toplcs (see sec. 1 and 2 below) are an instance of such tentative endeavours.
Notably, it might be noticed at this point that continuum effects in language
have been observed also prior to, and outside, the prototype theory (see, e.g.
Austin and Lakoff (forthcoming); Bolinger (1961) Enkvist (1984); Wierzbicka,
{1980)).

In sum, while ascribing the property ‘‘natural’’ to linguistic categories, we
also conjecture that language is part of general cognition, i.e. that is “‘uses”
the same kind of categorization as the mind does in general. Accordingly, we
question the autonomy of the syntactic component in language. Instead, we
hold that syntax is not independent of meaning, where meaning subsumes the
semantics and pragmatics of communication. Lastly, we take the view that
meaning and communication are the primary functions of language. It is for
this reason that the linguist should try to explain as much as possible about the
form in language in terms of parameters of meaning and communicative
function. The topic-comment system (functional sentence perspective) 1s an
instantiation of such meaning-bearing factors in grammar.

2. Prototype-oriented discussions of sentential topics gained some mo-
mentum from work which put the spotlight on different though not unrelated
grammatical phenomena. As already noticed (sec. 1), Bates and MacWhinney
(1982) proposed a reinterpretation of the grammatical subject as a natural
category anasylable through the prototypes of agent and topic. In essence, their
hypothesis is reducible to two basic tenets:

(i) prototypical subjects are both agents and topics,
(ii) subjects are both meaning-based and a grammaticized category

‘Under (i) prototypical instances of sentence subjects can be predicted purely
-on the basis 0. meaning, where meaning involves the semantic factors, prima-

rily the case role, and the pragmatic factors such as old information, focus of

attention, etc. Under (ii) the inclusion in the category subject is not fully
predictable from the properties of agents and topics, but also regulated by
language-specific conventions and constraints. By virtue of (i), however, ca-
tegory membership becomes motivated by (even though not predicted from)
family resemblance to the most representative members of the category.

Bates and MacWhinney do not see (i) and (ii) as a strong universalist claim
‘though they anticipate that languages should exhibit a general tendency to
comply with either of their assumptions (see also Comrie (1981:20, 101)).
They emphasize, however, that English ‘“merges agent and topic in most
‘cases, capitalizing on the role of perspective in creating a statistical overlap
between these two categories” (op. cit.:204). It is this observation that Van
“Qosten took a closer look at in her study of subjects, topics and agents in Kng-
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lish (1984). Van Oosten’s work is — to my knowledge — the first prototype-
based attempt to show how the grammatical subject in KEnglish is organized
in terms of the semantic notion agent and the pragmatic notion topic. Although
not centrally concerned with topicalization phenomena, Van Oosten provided
an interesting contribution to a new, ‘“unified”, view of sentence topics. The
present section takes stand to some of her proposals on issues of immediate
relevance to my concern here.

For Van QOosten sentential topics associate with the following characte-
ristics (p. 325):

4. (1) the prototypical topic is what the speaker 1s talking about,

(ii) the prototypical topic is the focus of the speaker’s attention,

(iii) the prototypical topic is also the focus of the hearer’s attention,

(iv) the prototypical topic is the focus of the speaker’s interest, '

(v) the speaker takes the perspective of the prototypical topic,

(vi) the prototypical topicis concrete, visible, and presentin the speak-
er’s immediate environment,

(vii) the prototypical topic is also present in the hearer’s immediate
environment,

(viii) the reflex of the prototypical topic in the sentence is referential
and definite,

(ix) the prototypical topic is the primary of the sentence (see below),

(x) the prototypical topic is a basic-level topic

(xi) the prototypical topic is a salient participant in a discourse-topic
schema or scene, and a human being.

At the outset, a few words of comment. By positing property (x), Van
Qosten assumes that topics could be categorized in a way analogous to the
natural categorization of objects proposed by Rosch (1978). Namely, there are
superordinate, basic-level and subordinate topics, illustrated by (a, b, ¢) of (5)
respectively:

5 a. Let’s just forget the whole thing
b. Joan isn’t coming
c. My hand hurts
(Van Oosten op. cit.:7).

Van QOosten assumes that such a categorization of topics has a natural correlate
in the way in which we perceive things and talk about them. Thus, the basic-
level topic is a participant part of a broader focus of interest, e.g., a commer-
cial-event schema will normally entail participants such as the buyer, the seller,
the goods or the money. On the other hand, it is natural for a basic-level parti-
cipant to activate its own parts or aspects, e.g., the mentioning of John could
entail John’s clothes, his body, ete. -
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Property (v) has to do with syntactic reflexes of topics. More specifically,
1t involves sentence initial position and subject selection rules which in Eng-
lish serve as a means of perspectivizing. At this point (p. 58) Van Oosten
admits that (v) is dependent on the ‘“‘ecological niche of the subject”, i.e.,
the place the subject occupies in the structure of the language. Nonetheless,
she argues (p. 68) that, on the whole, the connection between the grammatical
subject, sentence position, and the topic is remarkably consistent across lan-
guages even if not universal.

With (viii) and (ix), Van Oosten captures semantic attributes of topics
which she likewise interprets in terms of language-independent preferences.
It is (ix), however, that may call for a few words of explanation. Van Qosten
(p. 10) defines primary as “the NP holding the semantic relation highest on
the semantic case role hierarchy in a particular sentence”. Cf. (6) below:

6 a. The cat is on the mat

b. Harry arrived
¢. John hit the ball

d. The farmer killed the duckling for his wife
e. Harold loves Marsha,

where the primary is a Patient noun (a), an Agent noun (b, ¢, d), and an Ex-
periencer noun (e), respectively (ibidem). Obviously enough, Van Oosten works
within a case-grammar framework originally proposed by Fillmore (1968), and
consisting in the specification of semantic roles such as Agent, Objective,
Instrumental, ete. '

The number and type of topic properties specified by Van Oosten invites
at least the following observations. The list does justice to the main factors
relevant in topic selection. At the same time it shows a strong experiential
skewing. More specifically, it tallies well with what people generally describe
as the egocentric bias in discourse (see esp. Givon (1976); Kuno (1977); Lyons

(1977:510); Mathesius (1975:101-2); Zubin (1979)). Consider the following
tendencies:

(1) humans speak more about humans than about non-humans — human
>non-human,

(i1) they talk more about more inivolved participants than about less in-
volved participants — ag>dat>ace, _

(iii) the speaker tends to be the universal point of reference, i.e. speakers
tend to talk more about themselves — 1st person>2nd person>3rd
person,

(iv) the speaker tends to proceed from definiteness — definite >indefinite.

Among Van Oosten’s properties the following are most experientially loaded:
(1), (111), (1v), (v1), (vil), (x), (xi). Regrettably, however, Van Oosten’s discussion
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lacks arguments that might shed more light on the features in question. She
actually does not go beyond the enumeration of those properties, which may
be 1ndicative of their derivative character. In anticipation of my own discus-
sion of those phenomena, I assume that the features concerned are either too
weak or too restrictive from the point of view of topic prototypicality. Notice,
for instance, that (i1) and (iv) are possibly redundant in the presence of (i):
what the speaker 18 talking about should simultaneously be in the focus of
his attention and/or interest. Van Oosten (p. 46) views (ii) and (iv) as “natural
consequences’ of (i). Next, given the cooperative nature of discourse produc-
tion, the speaker usually chooses to talk about what he assumes to be already
in, or easily accessible to, the hearer’s consciousness and/or attention (iii).
Properties (vi) and (vil) are too restrictive in the face of actual communica-
tion: verbal interaction does not involve all that often elements ostensibly
present in the interlocutors’ environment. Finally, (xi) seems redundant for
its dependence on (1), (i), and (iv): the very fact that the speaker is talking
about something proves that the something is salient enough to catch his
attention. _

This being said, I shall argue for a linguistically (rather than exper-
ientially) oriented model of topic prototypicality in English and Polish;
thus I fully recognize the relevance of the remaining properties ((i), (v), (viii)
and (ix)) on Van Qosten’s list. This is not to say that I oppose an experiential
account of topic prototypicality. On the contrary, I see the need for more
theoretical and practical work along those lines. Today, it is hard to deny that
respective factors have a bearing on how topics are established and maintained
in discourse. .

On the other hand, Van Oosten acknowledges the linguistic determination
of the English topic, and namely, its affinity with the grammatical subject;
as a matter of course, the subject-topic-agent conflation is her programmatic
point of interest. Ultimately, she reformulates Bates and MacWhinney’s
hypothesis to the following effect: in English “in basic sentences, the prototy-
pical subject is both a prototypical topic and a prototypical primary” (p. 10).1

A

! Van Oosten’s basic construction is a stricter version of Keenan’s (1976:307) basic
sentence; (b 11) states the additional constraint proposed by her (p. 10):

“For any language L,

a. & syntactic structure x is semantically more basic than a syntactic structure y if,
and only if, the meaning of y depends on that of x. That is, to understand the mea-
ning of y it is necessary to understand the meaning of x.

b. a sentence in L is a basic sentence (in L) if, and only if,

(1) no (other) complete sentence in L is more basic than it,
and
(11) the sentence exhibits the basic case frame of its verb’’.
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In contrast to the basic sentence, the subject of a special construction (i.e.
a non-basic sentence) is paired with a set of nonprototypical topic and/or
primary properties. For instance, the subject does not meet the prototypical
topic properties in, e.g. , existentials or it-clefts, whereas the normal assignment
of topic to the primary does not take place in, e.g., Tough constructions or
passives. Van QOosten concludes that “most™ special constructions in Knglish
exist in order to ‘‘vary the assignment of topic from primary to something
else’” (p. 324).

Van Oosten does not leave it unnoticed that in basie sentences in English
the prototypicality of the primary is a more central characteristic than the

prototypicality of the topic. Cf.:

7. (What happened to the stopsign?)} 4 car knoeked it over (p. 17),
8. A secretary comes by here every morning to get him a cup of coffee (p. 18),

where both subjects convey essentially new information (on rhematic subjects
in English see esp. Firbas (1957:87, 1966:248, 1974); Hajicovd and Sgall
(1982:27); Thompson (1978:26); see also Bates and MacWhinney (1982:204)).
This coincidence between newness and subjecthood — not at all infrequent in
English — may be explicated within the prototype paradigm as follows:
nonprototypical but still acceptable basic sentences are likely to miss one or
more of the prototyplcal properties of topic rather than those of the prototy-

pical agent.?
In sum, Van Oosten’s may be considered a notational variant of the earlier

conceptions:? progressions from prototypicality on the part of the topic indi-
cate its decrease in givenness (contextual anchoring), 1.e., tncrease in commmu-
nicative dynamism, to use the previous terminology. Consequently, a nonpro-
totypical topic makes a worse hinge with regard to the preceding discourse.
In other words, it is not sufficiently ‘“dedynamized”. Van Oosten departs from

L ik —

Accordingly, (1a) and (2a) are basic, whereas (1b—c) and (2b) are not:

1 a. John hit the ball
b. The ball was hit by John
¢. Did John hit the ball?
2 a. John drove the car to London

b. The car drives easily,

where the car in (2b) violates the rule that in the basic sentence the prototypical subject
is also a prototypical primary, i.e., agent in the sentence in question.

t Van Oosten adopts Lakoff’s (1977) prototype-based account of agentivity.

* T have in mind, first of all, the Czech school of FSP. See e.g. Danes (1964, (ed.).
1974); Firbas (1957, 1964a, b, 1966, 1979); Mathesius (1947, 1975); Sgall et al. (1973).
See esp. Halliday (1967); Cf. also Chafe (1976); Enkvist (1973).
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the previous accounts in how she conceives of the scope of topicality. Her non-
prototypical instances of topics subsume cases when the raising to topic is
performed in order to achieve a better contextual match (e.g. the passive), as
well as cases when topic properties are ascribed to elements which were rhe-
matic under the previous interpretations (e.g. subjects in existential constru-
ctions). By and large, the concept of fading prototypicality allows Van Qosten
to disguisedly handle an information-dependent explication of sentential
topichood. This is so though she never explicitly acknowledges the Given-N ew
dichotomy underlying the topic-comment system in language; in fact she re-

duces the system to just one variable, and namely that of the topic (for more
discussion see Duszak (1987)).

3. In this section I advance a different, though not unrelated, interpreta-
tion of sentential topics. To start with, I raise the appropriateness of the pro-
totype theory for analyses of topicalization phenomena in language. Next,
I outline a feature-weighted model of topic prototypicality in English and Po-
lish that is linguistically rather than experientially biased. Finally, I tenta-
tively dismember and illustrate my understanding of the idea of ‘“‘naturalness®
in topic selection and identity in the two languages.

The up-to-date research into topicalization phenomena in language (see
Note 3) has led, one way or another, to a simple though somewhat dishearten-
ing conclusion: sentential topics are determined in terms of as-a-rule-of-thumb
assoclation with a number of linguistic and nonlinguistic features, rather than
In terms of necessary and sufficient conditions. At least the following depen-
dencies have been pointed out: topics tend to locate in sentence initial position
(or in the leftmost part of the sentence), they normally convey old (contex-
tually derivable) information, and associate with the grammatical subject.
None of these tendencies, however, holds true on a regular basis. Moreover,
they are often a matter of degree, i.e., they may be deflected for structural
requirements of different language systems; at this point a sweeping distine-
tion between “‘pragmatic’” and “grammatical word order languages® is some-
times invoked (cf. esp. Firbas (1964b) and Thompson (1978)). It reads as follows:
the operation of the pragmatic principle (esp. the initialization of old informa-
tion) may be eased or else restrained due to the grammatical format of a parti-
cular language, as in, e.g., Polish and English, respectively. At the same time,
however, it was also shown that word order typologies are a matter of degree
rather than yes-or-no choices (see esp. Comrie (1981:43); Enkvist (1984:51)).
By and large, contrasts in functional sentence perspective are founded on a com-
plex interaction of a number of factors including our general inferential capa-
cities and knowledge of socio-linguistic conventions in communication.

At the same time, however, the up-to-date discussions of topicalization
phenomena in English and Polish have supplied sufficient evidence that people
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tend to approach the concept of topichood with preconceived ideas about the
role of: context, semantic structure, intonation and position in the sentence.
Arguably, the ““better’’ the topic will be, the more it approximates at a cluster-
ing of expectations in respective domains. This is the case even though sentence
initial position, old information, semantic primariness (in the sense of Van
Oosten 1984) or deaccentuation do not determine topics in an absolute manner.
In view of what has been said, I believe that this nondeterministic nature of
sentential topics is well suited for accommodation within a prototype-oriented
framework. For that purpose I put forward a conception of a feature-weight-
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9 a.

(1) informational status
(11) semantic primariness
b.
(111) position in the sentence
(iv) accentuation pattern,

where (a) have to do with meaning (conceptualization of meaning relations in
context) and (b) with the (formal) realization of the topic in the structure of

ed model of topic prototypicality, i.e., one that allows the different attri- the sentence. Accordingly, topics are “better’ if they associate with an ele-

butes of topics to be ranked for importance relative to one another as well as
with respect to a given language ecology. I shall limit myself here to English
and Polish only. '

At this point it is essential to realize how the idea of a feature-weighted model
relates to our discussions in sections 1 and 2. Indeed, with the adoption of the
model in question I subscribe to a weaker version of the prototype theory. Cf.
Bates and MacWhinney (1982:211): “As certain features increase in their
weight or importance in making categorization decisions, a prototype model
may come to resemble a criterial attribute model. Hence we can describe pro-
totype structures and criterial attribute structures as two ends of a continuum
with feature-weighted models in between”. To my mind, the most heavily
weighted property of topics is the notion of sentential “aboutness”. This means
that topics, understood as clusters of properties, are still definable in terms of
“aboutness”: the topic is “what is being talked about”, whereas the comment is
“what is being said about the topic”. At the same time, however, the various
attributes of topics (and comments for that matter) may be differently weight-
ed among themselves and in different languages.

By and large, the bottom line of the present understanding of the topiec-
comment system is that, when using language, speakers have topics, i.e., the
sentences they are producing are ‘“‘about something”. Given this, 1 not only
assume that people have intuitions as to what sentences are “about”, but also
that those intuitions are monitored by a number of clues intercepted in the
act of communication. Namely, there seems to exist a conventionalized way
of “packaging”’ information in the sentence which — to a great extent — has
to do with the cooperative nature of verbal interaction. In other words, the
speaker tends to reinforce the addressee in his attempts to locate the idea that
is being communicated to him. The speaker does so by making use as consistent-
ly as possible of the same repertory of linguistic markers. Ultimately, the in-
tuitive idea of sentential “aboutness’ becomes interpretable through our ac-
cess to0, and recognition of, a number of parameters or form and meaning. More
specifically, I assume that the concept of the topic in English and Polish is
primarily associable with the following features:

ment that

10. (i) conveys old information
(i) 1s the primary of the verb
(1) locates in sentence initial position, and
(iv) has a non-nuclear stress.

Incidentallyx, (11) brings in the problem of morphological case markings
in Polish.

On the other hand, the comment, or its focal part in the case of extended
comments, normally combines with an element that

11. (1) conveys essentially new information
(1) 18 a non-primary of the verb
(i1) locates in sentence final position, and
(1v) bears sentence stress.

This is not to say that (10) exhausts the considerations pertaining to ac-
cessibility to topichood; the list might as well be supplemented or revised.
It 18 to argue though that the criteria specified under (10) above reckon most
closely the array of facts indicative of how communicants tend to code, and
decode, the concept of sentential aboutness. It is also to imply that the
clarity as to what the topic is fades away in sentences in which there is no
single element that meets all of these conditions. Accordingly, progressions
from prototypicality can be translated into deviations from (i—iv) of (10)
on the part of an element eligible for the status of the topic.

The feature-weighted model outlined above spells out only the general
prerequisites for the most representative topic in English and Polish. Given,

however, a typological disparity between the two languages, we might raise
the following assumptions:

(1) topics in English and Polish weight differently the properties indi-
cative of prototypicality,

(1) topics in English and Polish differ at progressions from prototypicality
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Both (i) and (ii) hold true for at least the very good reason that the topic-
comment system interacts with the case system (in the sense of Zubin 1979),
i.e., the overall network of dependencies between the structural options available
in a given langusge and the array of semantic case relations that they service.
This could mean that the way ‘“‘aboutness” is established in the sentence 1s
not independent of how the expression of various participant roles has staoilized
in the structure of the language.

In the remainder of this section I shall bring to attention some advantages
of a natural, nondeterministic, account of sentential topics. It has been argued
that the central (most representative) instantiation of sentential topichood
in English and Polish involves initialization of “old” grammatical subjects
in end-focus sentences. Cf. she and the children in the English examples below:

12. (Mary went into the room.) She put the keys on the table (and turned
on the light)

13. (The girls had been playing store with John for a few hours. Despite
the late hour they would not stop the game. In the end,) the children
had their toys taken away and were sent to bed.

With the use of such topics the speaker attains a chain effect, and thus easily
signals his (communicative) focus of attention. Arguably, the formal realiza-
tion of the topic plays here a role in our understanding of topic continuity:
namely, it has to do with the ease of text processing. It has been shown,
for instance, that the maintenance of a given coreferential identity over a
stretch of text is an indication of the relative importance of the concept
in the sequence: the sequence is “about” the concept (for some discussion
see, e.g., Clements (1979); Givon (1983); Kieras (1981)). Incidentally, in Polish
prominence of this kind is often obtained through topical compression: the
topic is marked then only on the form of the verb. Cf. (12°):

12°. (Maria weszla do pokoju). Polozyla klucze na stole (i zapalila éwiatlo)
— Mary,,,, went into room. Put,, keys,,, on table and turned-ong,
light, ., — ’ '

At the same time, this nondeterministic approach to topicalization allows
us to account for cases when the participant-continuity in discourse is achieved
outside the subject-based paradigm. Cf. (14) and (15) in English:

14. (We certainly expected more boys to join in. Eventually,) there were

only five of them
15. (I stretched my legs and looked around.) Beside me was sitting a young

man with a red moustache,

where them (they) and me (I) function as topics, respectively. These are
instances of oblique and sentence noninitial (though contextually derivable)

topics in English.
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As regards English, the prototype model does justice to the natural dis-
position of the topic to conflate with the grammatical subject. Accordingly,
1t acknowledges the fact that the subject has earned a considerable pragmatic
stability. At the same time, however, it affords enough flexibility to free
topicalization from its dependence on subjectivization. This is does by ad-
mitting the existence of non-subject topics. By and large, taking for granted.
that topics have a share in how relevance and coherence are established and
maintained in discourse, 1t is paramount to investigate into the pragmatic
appeal and grammatical determination of such noncentral realizations of the
category 1n question.

Next, it 18 a natural consequence of the feature-weighted model above
that old information is not a necessary or sufficient condition for topics:
an element conveying esse_sntia,lly new information may nonetheless be chosen
as the topic of the sentence.* In other words, the bottom line of the assump-
tion that speakers (and sentences for that matter) have topics is that in search
for the topic we examine sentence elements for goodness of membership
in the category; topic selection is then, in part, an eliminatory procedure.
With the lack of “‘good’ candidates, i.e., those bearing the old information
property, we all the same construe topics with partial pattern matching:
the topic conveying new information is a case at point. Cf. bus, doctors and
girl of twelve in (16— 18), respectively:

16. (....) Here comes the bus

17. (She felt reassured and almost comfortable.) Doctors make mistakes.
though. (She mustn’t think about it now.)

18 (You’d better take a company.) A girl of twelve is missing.
(It 1s not safe here anymore)

As already mentioned, the character and weight of individual topic para-
meters varies depending on the type of the language. This means that the
structural format of a given language constrains the ultimate model of topic
prototypicality. It also has a bearing on the type and scope of topical marked-
ness, i.e., progressions from prototypicality. Alternatively, we may say that
for the speaker of a language the idea of sentential aboutness is not con-

4 I shall not deliberate here on what is old and what 1s new information. Suffice-
it to say here that my own understanding of the informational status of an element re-
gides in two general assumptions. First, every sentence conveys some new information.
Second, the communicants are able to pinpoint the new information in, or abstract it
from, the message that 18 being conveyed. Thus conceived newness involves clearly the
speaker’s communicative intent rather than an objective estimate of what 13 contextually
derivable. In other words, rather than associate newness with some ‘‘surprise’’ factors,
we look in the sentence for what constitutes its informational core and thus justifies
the occurrence of this sentence within a given communicative set-up.
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strued independently of how the expression of meaning relations (esp.semantic
case roles) has stabilized in the structure of the sentence.

With reference to English and Polish, at least the following facts should
‘be borne in mind. It goes without saying that the pervasiveness of the gram-
matical subject in English has an essential impact on the overall organization
and operation of the topic-comment system. In effect, the grammatical sub-
ject stands out as a most salient element in the structure of the sentence.
Polish, on the other hand, is not governed by the same degree of grammatical
discipline. This has to do, first of all, with the theoretical feasibility and actual
pervasiveness of the subjectless sentence. These are constructions with no
(nominative) subject-verb concord. The sentence type in question is relativized
to receptive/experiental participants coded in the dative (or accusative)
morphological case. Cf. the Polish equivalent of children in (13’) below:

13’. (....) dziectom zabrano zabawkii....
— childreng,; taken,,, toys, . and —
Cf. also me in (19) and (20) below:
19. (Czuje sie fatalnie.) Stabo ms
(I feel awiul.) — weak, 4, me 4, —
I feel faint ' |
20. (Przestaiimy.) W tych butach zle m: si¢ tanczy
(Let’s stop it.) — in these shoes badly me,,, itself (it) dances —
1 cannot dance in these shoes.

Arguably, in the absence of the nominative the dative/accusative morphology
has stabilized in the expression of the ‘‘experiencing ego”. This, in turned,
has contributed to some erosion of the pragmatic position of the subject in
general (see my discussion of the dative and nominative modes of pragmatic
perspectivizing in Polish in Duszak (1987). In essence, topic prototypicality
in Polish is monitored by structural factors to the effect that it depends on
whether the sentence belongs to the nominative-subject or the subjectless
sentence type.

Finally, a natural explication of the topic-comment system leaves room
for some “experiential’’ considerations while analysing our decisions as to
how the communicative accents are distributed in the sentence. Notice, for
instance, that topic and comment are in fact comparable and therefore com-
petitive with respect to each other. The reason is that they constitute two
pragmatically prominent choices in clause-level communication, that 1s
salience separates both of them from the rest of the material in the sentence.
‘The scope of the problem varies with the amount of topic specification. In
‘the event of “low specificity” or ‘‘default” topicalization (both terms at-

tributed to Bates and MacWhinney 1979:181-2), the trade-off between the

-$opic and the comment in accessibility to salience is a matter of lesser conflict,
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This is what happens when the topic is lexicalized pronominally: by their
very nature, pronominal elements are topical yet also too ‘“weak” to challenge
prominence inherent to commentization. The problem becomes particularly
acute when a new subject in sentence initial position is followed by some
topical material (demotion of pronominal elements is then quite frequent). Cf.:

2]1. (He may be gone by then) A jéb was offered to him in Richmond
22. (The thing does not work.) Some jérk must have fiddled with it.
(The flap is broken.) |

The sentences in questiocn include elements with a strong topical potential
hwvm (he) and #¢, respectively. The points that are being made in these sentences

are paraphrasable as (21’) and (22’) below, where topics have been singled
out:

21’. He — he was offered a job in Richmond
22’. It — 1t must have been fiddled with by some one. That
some one was a jerk.

Alternatively, a different solution is feasible from the communicative point of
view. ‘“‘Aboutness’” could be delegated to the fronted nominal. This could
get support from the fact that the nominative subject, especially under
primary stress, could assume priority for the ‘“focus of attention” status
(also in Polish). My own position at this point is that the presence of an
explicitly focal subject in sentence initial position does not subdue the topical
disposition of, e.g., a pronominal or definite expression especially if this
disposition is motivated by the element’s context continuity and/or its per-
spective-taking capacity. This amounts to saying that ‘“badness’ of topics
is a function of disrupted clarity in the distribution of the two categories:
topic and comment; it happens, for instance, when there are mixed signals
as to where to draw (linguistically and/or cognitively) the demarcating line
between what is being talked about and what is being said about that some-
thing.

Most importantly, however, problems of this kind raise the relevance of
discourse strategies in the organization of the topic-comment system in langu-
age. Namely, there seem to exist discourse types which are founded on focus
{(comment) elevation. This often leads to topic ‘‘suppression’: the topic need
not be pragmatically highlighted so it is subdued. In English, this may result
n its desubjectivization and de-initialization. |

To conclude, in this paper 1 discussed the applicability of natural cate-
gorization to studies in functional sentence perspective in general, and to
analyses of sentential topics in particular. I argued that this approach ac-
commodates well the non-deterministic nature of the phenomena in question.

It also leaves room for language specific variation in their realization in the
sentence.
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