A NOTE OX RHEMATIC SUBJECTS IN ENGLISH

Anwva Duszag

Undversity of Warsuu

1t has become a commonplace to say that English exhibits the tendency
to express the theme of the sentence by means of orammatical subject. This
is willinglyv ascribed to its largely grammaticalized word order, which would
otherwise mnke it impossible for the sentence to comply with the basic require-
ments of Functional Sentence Perspective (FSP). In this way English is said
to resort frequently to the use of a namber of “thematizing”™ devices which
permit the placement of the rhematic material towards the end of the sentence.
The thematizing effect of the passive is about the most often quoted: Mat-
besius, ¢.g., pointed out to the existence of the so ecalled possessive passive (1)
and pereeptive passive (2)

1. Brerywhere he had crowds hanging on his lips
2. Lipon examination of these, [ found a certain boldness of temper growing
in e, (Mathesins 1975)

Notwithstanding similar obscrvations there also exist sentences like {3) —
with the vhematic part at the heginuing — which are an example of an appa-
rent insusceptibility to FSP on the part of the English langunage:

3. A vl eame into the room.

The point is that such sentences may not be considered “subjective™ {nce. to
Mathesiug® distinction between “subjective” and “objective” word order) as
they definitely exhibit a regular, non-marked arrangement of sentence cle-
wents. Firbas (1966) admits the existence of nonthematic subjects in Fnglish,
and voices the belief that the passive in English may have a thematizing effect,
provided the cooperation of means in I'SP permit it.

The present paper will have a look at some rhematic subjects in English,
as well as diseuss in some detail the often conflicting views on the pragmatic
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status of such subjects; the semanties of the verb in respective steuctures and
the use of the article will receive particular attention. The identification of the
pragmatic functions of theme and rheme will remain in line with Firbas’ con-
cept of Comnnmicative Dynamijsm (CD), yet altetnative interpretations will
also be mentioned,

1. According to Firbas the thematic-rhematic structure of the sentence
depends on the amount of CD carried by individual sentence elements, i.e.,
the degree to which a given sentence element pushes comnunication forward.
Accordingly, the rheme is believed to comprise that section of the sentence
which exhibits the highest degree of (D, whereas the theme is signalled by
a relative decrease in CD,

The assignment of the thema/rheme functions to respective sentence ele-
ments is simultaneously a resultant of a number of cooperating, or else con-
flicting, factors: these include primarily the semantic character of the verb, and
the context, i.e., contextual dependence or independence on the part of a sen-
tence element. As for the context, its operation is often relativized to narrow
scerice — the ultimate purpose of communication. In this way a contextually
dependent element may become unbound (independent), be it the ultimate
communicative intent of the speakor. Obviously, articles cooperate in signalling
degrees of DC: ¢, ¢ -~ mark contextual independence as well ag a rise in CD,
whereas the definite article never communicates an increase of CI) though, a6
the same time, it does not have to prevent the following NP from taking on
a rhematic function. It is also believed that the semantic content itself par-
ticipates actively in the development of the discocurse, i.6., it also constitutes
its dynamics. This happens so, first of all, in the case of the verb, whose seman-
tics is believed to have an important bearing on the assignment of pragmatic
functions within the sentence.

It was not accidental then that the problem of thematic subjects was ori-
ginally related to studies in the semantics of the verb and its communicative
implications. Interest in verbs such as come led to an identification of a whole
category of “‘verbs of appearance or existence on the scene” (cf. verbs of
action), e.g., come up, come in, emerge, arise, take place, ete., which — to borrow
Firbas’ formulation — introduce the referent of the NP into discourse, or present
it in the way in which it comes into the speaker’s field of perception!. On the
strength of its semantic character the verb is said to render the subject high
on the scale of CD, and thus promote it to the status of the rheme:

4. An elderly lady entered the room

6. A young girl appeared in the window

6. A monster surfaced in the distance

7. Some difficulties arose at the end of the discussion.

! These verbs underlie the eoncept of Prescntational Sentence.
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The correlation postulated here between subject rhematicity and the semantic
profile of the verb invites a closer look at the verb. .

Excluding a small group of “real” verbs of appearance, e.g., appear, arise,
emerge, the éategory is largely intuitive and imprecise. Firbas himself seents
rather apprehensive about the term and its explanatory power, yet he uses it
regularly and extensively. He even goes so fat as to postulate its extension to
account for “indirect’” verbs of appearance, i.¢., “‘verbs showing lateut kinship™
with the former, as in the case of (8—11}:

8. A goldfinch flew over the shepherd’s head

9. 4 wave of azalea scent drifted into June's face

10. (Swithin stared at her); a dusky orange dyed his cheeks
11. A fly settled on his hair. (Firbas 1966:244)

In his opinion the verb here serves as the ageut’s extension (cf., goldfinch-fly,
wave-driff) so, again, it adds only little information to that supplied by the
subject. This explanation, however, does not seem all that convincing in (11).
Moreover, it is not quite clear whether Firbas’ formnlation eould accomodate
equally well cases in which the semantic kinship between the subject and F—he
verb is less obvious and only reluctantly accepts the subject-verb-extension
interpretation:

12. 4 log drifted southwards
13. Talks drifted from one subject to another,

What seems to be at stake here is, first of all, the problem of selectional re-
strictions: the extent to which the subject and the verb “go” tfogether, or
tolerate their co-occurrence.

An additional difficulty arises in effect of a frequent multifunctionality of
inglish verbs. Firbas admits that the same verb may determine differently
the assignment of pragmatic functions within the sentence:

14, At this time they had a notorious prisoner called Jesus Bar-Abbas, so)
when they had gathered, (Pilate said {o them' ...) — Matt. 27.17

15. ..., but, as great crowds gathered fo him (ke entered a boat and sat down,
while all the crowd stood on the beach) — Matt. 13.2 (Firbas 1966: 251)

It is only in (15) that the verb can obtain a non-rhematic interpretation, thus
coming close to that of “appearance’”, and promoting the contextually inde-
pendent subject to a high — rhematic — position on the scale of CD. Qn the
other hand, the same verb in {14) receives a high communicative prominence
itself because it oceurs after an anaphoric pronoun.

1t seems that a related contrast can also be found in (16} and (17):

18. Anger showed tn his face
17. The sun showed among the trees.
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where show in {16) introduces a rhematic subject, whereas in (17) it may iself be
inciuded in the rhematic part of the sentence; the sentence is indeterminate
in its pragmatic reading, without recourse to context and/or infonation:

17a. (Soaked with rain we shivered in the tent. Then) the sun showed among
the trees (so, relicved, we went out to warm up)

17b. {(We cireled in the 1 est trying fo find our way back home. Finally) the
sun showed amony /fe trees (so, velieved, we headed southwards towards if)

In (17a) the sun is rhematic, yet in (17b) it yields its communicative rank to
the reinaining parts of the sentence. '

It has also been pointed out that the “presentational’ label might as well be
attached to verbs with no semantic affinity to those of “appearance” which,
however, miay sometinies have a rhematizing effect on the subject they in-
froduce:

18 Several visitors from foreign countries died in the terrible accident. A
woman died from Peru, a man died from India.?

Firbax noticed a similar situation in the case of some passive sentences with
contextually independent subjects and non-expressed agents:

19, A ery could be heard
20, A blind man was brought to him (Firbas 1966)

Similarly Duskova (1971) accepts as counterexamples to her “thematizing
passives” sentences such as (21):

21. In the six years 1956 —61, a total of 81,079 applications for disablement
benefits were mude by coalminers, '

where the subject places highest on the scale of CD.

Thus i terms of FSP a presentational reading of a sentence is less dependent
on the category to which a particular vorb can be assigned, and much more on
its wsage, ic., the speaker’s immediate communicative concern. Subject
rhematicity in such scntences is frequently enhanced by absence ot other
sentence constituents, e ., (19}, or some communicative deficiency of elements
that might compete for the status of rheme, e.g., a contextually dependent
scene of appearance (4—7). Hence it is in a way natural that the subject domi-
nates in the sentence and becomes its communicative peak. What adds up to
subject prominence in such sentences is its typically non-bound character
as frequently signalled by the use of the indefinite article.

2 Rechewiont, M. 8. 1978, The example as well as his perception of tho presenta-
sonalfpredicaiional difference aftcr: Grzogorck M. 1984, Thematization in English
1084
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. The article and the extent to which it may promote, or lower, subject
jhemdtm‘r v in such sentences constitutes another disputable issue. Needless to
say, the problem stays muainly with the definite article since the indefinite
non-anaphoric ¢ naturally strengthens the rhematizing effect of the entire
communicative situation. Although the definite article may not by itself cause
an inerease in D in the NP which it accompanies, nonstheless it does not have
to prevent it from oceupying the rhematic position in the sentence. Firbas
(19G6) maintains that subjects in (22.—24) are still rhematic though introduced

by the dcfinite article:

22, T'he word fisherman came to his head

23. The brooding look darkencd on her fuce

24. [ the passage was standing the girl with the veil {pressing the purcel to her
breast and panting for breath...).

At the same time Firbas does not claim that the distribution of pragmatic
functions in such sentences is indepencdent of the use of the article; he admits
that the definite article may downgrade the subject on the seale of CD and thus
deprive it of its rhematic fanction, provided the referent of the NP conveys
known information, i.e., derivable from the preceding context. In consequence
the utmost communicative weight is taken over by the verb andfor the scene.
On the other hand, the presentational label may be Jinked invariably with
the indefinite article (see note 2); the article is belicved to predetermine the
perception of the sentence. In this way (25) and (26) differ substantially in that
(25} introduces the subject into the world of discourse, i.c. it i3 presentational,
while (26) makes a comment about the subject which was introdunced pre-
viously, L.c., it is predicational.

25, dn old man entered the room
26. The old man entered the room

The stand defended here opposes an arbitrary delimitation of such sentences
on the hasis of the use of the article. Firbas scems right in saying that the
definite article does not have to disercdit the subject as the carrier of the highest
degree of (D) in the sentence. Working within & different theoretical framework
Chafe propounds o similar contention; he claims namely that there is no reason
why definite items could not be cither given or mow (1976:42—3). Though
deifiniteness and giveness often go together, yet there are also sentences such as
(27), in which an item can be both definite and new:

27. I tnlled with the carpenter yesterdoy (op. cit)

‘In conclusion Chafe identifies four possible combinations: indefinite and new,
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definite and new, definite and given and indefinite and given®. Henve the overt

marker of definiteness may be said to signal that a given referent is known and

identifiable, yvet not necesgarily non-rhematic. Cf., e.g., (17a) and (28) below

(28. (They secaned to agrec on most of the 1ssues). The difficulties arose at the
ewd of the debate,

In some cases the use of the article is of less tangible pragmtic consequence; in
(29), for instance, the definite article may not override the thematic rank of nie

29. A fthe feeling of panic and shame came over me.

Primarilty, however, any estimation of the role of the definite article in
isolated sentences is largely unwarranted as it disregards the preceding com-
niunicative set-up, and thus often makes the speaker’s communicative intent
inexplicable or at least indeterminate. Cf., (30), where the meaning of the sub-
ject becomes relativized to the requirements of narrow sceme, so it vaing on
communicative prominence: “

30. (A sound of smashed gluss und squeaking brakes broke the silence in the
street. After a while) the people from the near-by bus stop headed Lowards
the battered car.

At the same time the indefinite « or its plural zero eounterpart. are not.
necessarily signals of indefiniteness, as in (31 —382) below:

31. Temperatures can rise up to +50°C
32, Wheat is grown in the valleys.

The definite interpretation consists in narrewing the meaning of the NP in
cach cage to a given communicative situation, e.g., femperatures in (31) refers
to teniperatures in this region, area, country, ete., rather than to temperatures
in general. Similarly 1keat in (82) means the wheat rather than some wheat. (See,
also, Sgall 1973:127f). They resemnble generic expressions which are known
to exhibit strong kinship with definites; of., e.g., Kuuo’s concept of generic
theme (1972). To my knowledge Firbas does not discuss similar sentences, yet
in his model of CD distribution the subjects here should obtain a rhematic
interpretation.

Further on, there seems to be no reason why — on analogy to Firbas’®
claim for (19) — sentences such as (33) and (34) below could not be ascribed a.
presentational reading:

* The fourth combination, indefinide and given, may bo tound only when the referont.
i question is differont. from the refereut which established the givenncss, ¢, g.;

I saw an eagle this morning

Sally saw one too. (Chafe 1976:42).

RBhemntic subjects in Enplish 141

33. (What was thal noise?) The flap came off.
34. (We can’t pass here) The road has been flooded.

The identifiability of the referent does not intertere with the speaker's commu-
nicative intent: the speaker may report on a certain fact and the way it enters
his perceplual field, rather than predicate something about: it.

In general, analyses of sentences with verbs of appearance, or with their
distant counterparts, should perceive the verb as well as the article through
the prism of the speaker’s immediato communicative concern; the sentence
becomes {fully explicable only against the preceding constituation. Subject
rheraticity in such sentences is uite often the result of a negative selection,
ef. (19), where there are on interfering factors, i.e., the sentence is reduced to
a suhiject-verb-scheme, which makes it more likely for the non-bound subject to
overrule the verh in communieative prominence. Secondly, in the majority of
sentences illustrating the use of such verbs the scene, if any, is contextually
dependent and hence less eligible for a rhematic function.

O the whole, an excessive preoceupation with the verb and the article has
led to some negligance of the role of the scene and its share in determining the
rhematic or non-rhematic status of the subject; the distribution of CD over
the sentence becomes still more troublesome in the case of a repeated nse of
one article:

85a. A man turned up in o vitlage
b. A man turned up in w small village northwest from X
¢. 4 man with a scar on his face turned up in o small village northwest
from X
36. The prophet appeared among the erowds.
Basic instances sentences such as (35a) fall out from the scope of interest of the
present paper as they are not a part of a communicative continuum and re-
present u marginal case in terms of contextual sentence organization. As for
(85b-c), the sence, though preceded by an indefinite article, appears to admit a
definite rather than an indefinite interpretation, which highlights the subject
as bearer the of main communicative load. Alternatively, both (35b) and {35¢)
may be perceived as a single communicative unit, In either case, however, the
sentences seem to pend in a communicative vacuum: the listenor’s communica-
tive expectation has not been met, he awaits further information.
(36), on the other hand, associates the scene, rather than the subject, with
the rhematic part of the sentence. Nonetheless, the reverse is equally possible:

36a. (People were sifting in the windows, some climbed the trees and on fo the
roofs of the houses. Then) the prophet appeared among the crowds.

3. The pragmatic status of the subject in such sentences as discussed here
is certainly a cumulative effect of a number of factors, hence its proper asse-
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sement in isolated sentences becomes hardly feasible. On closer scrutiny such
sentences receive divergent interpretations: there is no agreement among
linguists as to the role of the article, and that of the verb, neither ate the pra;:
matic funetions similarly distributed. D

The correlation between subject rhematicity and the verb of appearance
becomes less evident, given the possible extension of the category to cover also
verbs of a distant semantic affinity, or mevely their “presentavt-iona-l” rather
than “predicational” uses. It seems that it is not that much the verb thaf
matters but its actual usage, i.e., the projection of the speaker’s immediate
communicative interest. Further on, the "emergence™ of the NP referent as
allegedly signalled by the verb may not be utterly dissociated from a predica-
tive statement; since the apperance is frequently linked with making a comment
on a given referent, the verb can hardly be reduced to an introductory element
subordinate to the quality denoted by the noun as its more “extension”. By
communicating that a certain element enters into his field of perception, the
speaker also says something about what the element does or what is happening
to it. )

The thematic-rhematic structure of such sentences is also variously deli-
mitated. Proponents of the positional approach to I'SP, e.g., Hallidav (1967)
link the first position invariably with the theme. This leads a-ppmreﬂtly to ';.
neatralization of such distinctions as perceivable in the Polish versiong of (37}
and (38) respectively:

37. An old man enlered the room
Do pokoju wszedl stary mezezyzna
38. The old man entered the room
Stary mezczyzna wszed do pokoju.

A similar conflation is rather unhappy in view of the basic tenet of FSP: con-
textual sentence organization.

The CD approach, on the other hand, makes it possible in practice to account
for similar contrasts, yet it also nurses its own problems, Primarily, it under-
mines the binary division into theme and rheme admitting discontinuous rhe-
mes and gradation among the rhematic material in the sentence, Secondly, the
assignment of the theme/rheme functions in terms of CD distribution does not
have to coincide with the identification of these distinctions in terms of “what
18 spoken about” and “what is said about it™. Thus in (37a) the subject re-
ceives the highest amount of CD and becomes rhematic though it appears
largely counterintuitive to claim that it is #he room rather than an old man that
we are taking about.

Moreover, the CD-based approach leaves unresolved the following effect:

39a. Fresh tuna fish is being sold in these shops
b. These shops are selling fresh tuna fish
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40a. A strange-looking object was illuminated by his headlights
b. His headlights illuminated o strange-looking object

dla. Afthe dreadful feeling of panic and shame came over me
b. I was seized by ajthe dreadful feeling of panic and shame.

On the basis of their CD weight the subjects in (a) sentences above should retain
their rhematic function in respective (b) sentences, ¢.g., fresh tunc. fish should
place higher on the seale of CD in comparison to these shops in both sentences.
This would cntail the levelling of the difference in the theme/rheme biparti-
tion — except for its sequencing — between (39a) and {39b); these, however,

are not pragmatically equivalent.
Neither are (16) — repeated here for convenience — and {42) though anger

gustains its rhematic character in both.

16. Anger showed in his face

42, His fuce showed anger
Tn this case, however, the difference is also largely an effect of the changing
verh. Cf.:

43. (On hearing his name called out, he turned round. lie noticed Mary and)

anger showed in his face. (—he became angry)
44. (I met him on the slairs. e must have been dissatisfied with the talks

becawse) his face showed anger. (=he was angry)
As for (40a), some linguists regard as less acceptable sentences which ad-

vance an indefinite, and demote a definite element. Ransom (1977), e.g., con-
siders (45) awkward on the gounds that the definiteness-specificity constraint

bhas been violated:

45. A cat was chased by the dog.

Similarly Hinds (1974) finds (46) unnatural, and expounds the belief that the
passive in English functions first of all as a thematizing device, which shifts
the new material to the end of the sentence:

46, A house was struck by the train.

Such reservations are well-founded and basically accurate, yet not quite
unexceptionable. It seems, again, that an ad hoc communicative choiece may
justify a similar sentence arrangement as opposed above. Cf. (47—49) below:

47. {Can you small it?) Yes, a skunk was run over by the car in front of us
48. A house must have been struck by the lightning (I cun tell by the noise)
49. (What's going on there?) A child has been bitlen by Mary's dog and the

parents have come to complain.
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In conclusion, the non-bound subject in English — as well as a number of
overtly definite subjects -~ seems to act as rheme in sentences under discus-
sion. This complies, first of all, with the speaker’s communicative intent: the
subject obtaing ntinost communicative prominence, Secondly, many of such
sentences show a clogg affinity with presentational there-sentences, in which case
the communicative advancement of the subject is less debatable:

o). Tlere eame a man wndo the room.

Further corroborative evidence comes from equivalent structures in such
languages as. e.g., Polish, where the subject tends to ocoupy the rhematic —
senten ce-final — position:

51. Do pokojue wszed] brodaty meiezyzna
A bearded man entered the room
32, Nu scenie pojawile sie dziwnie wygladajgea deiewezyna
4 strange-looking girl appeared on the stage
53. Rozlegl sie krayk
A ery could be heard
a4, Proprowadzono mu jakiegos czlouneka
A wen s brought to him.

It may also be emphasized that such sentences display a high level of
pragmatic compression in the sense that they often behave as an integral
communicative entity, i.e., as if answer the question “what happened?”. At
the same time the exemplifications of such sentences most frequently quote
human rather than non-human — ef., Kuno’s concept of empathy (1976) -~ and
general rather than specifie subjects.
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