I GIVENNESS, CONTRASTIVENESS, DEFINITENESS, SUBJECTS AND TOPICS

A noun in its sentence plays many roles, or has the po~-
tential of doing so. TFor example, according to one tradi-
tional way of sorting out some of these roles the noun Betty
in the sentence Betty peeled the onions might be said to
function simultaneously as the grammatical (or superficial)
subject, as the logical subject, and as the psychological
subject (e.g., Hornby 1972). A typical way of demonstrating
the independence of these three roles is to point out that in

~ The onions were peeled by Betty, although Betty remains the
logical subject, the other two roles are taken by the onionms.
In The onions, Betty peeled, furthermore, it may be said that
the onions is the psychological subject, whereas Betty is the
logical and grammatical one.

Like most traditional classifications, this one turns
out on closer inspection to have some things wrong with it—
or at least to leave out some crucial considerations. And
there are a variety of other labels that have been applied to
what seem to be similar or overlapping phenomena: labels like
theme, emphasis, focus, and so on, as well as those which are
listed in my title. This paper is an attempt to sort out
gsome of the considerations--particularly the cognitive con-
siderations--involved in such matters. It is written in the
spirit, not of providing any final answers, but of trying to
clear the air of proliferating obfuscation as well as of pro-
viding suggestions for profitable lines of both linguistic
and psychological research,

I will speak of various statuses which a noun may have.
One status, for example, might be its functional role within
the verbal frame: what since Fillmore (1968) has come to be
called its deep case role. Such a status is not the princi-
pal concern of this paper, though it is likely to interact in
various ways with the statuses to be discussed. For example,
"logical subject" is another term for "agent," a fact which
stems historically from the recognition that subject status
and agent status interact in some way. But case statuses are
primarily involved in the content of what is being said-—in
the "ideational function" of language as Halliday (1970) puts
it. The statuses to be discussed here have more to do with
how the content is transmitted than with the content itself.
Specifically, they all have to do with the speaker's assess-
ment of how the addressee is able to process what he is say-
ing against the background of a particular context. Not
only do people's minds contain a large store of knowledge,
they are also at any one moment in certain temporary states
with relation to that knowledge. For example, a person may
be "thinking of" a certain small part of it. Language func-
tions effectively only if the speaker takes account of such
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states in the mind of the person he is talking to. It is
only, for example, when the speaker adjusts what he says to
what he assumes the addressee is thinking of at the moment
that his message will be readily assimilated by the addressee.
This paper, then, will be about certain ways in which a spea-
ker accommodates his speech to temporary states of the add-
ressee's mind, rather than to the long-term knowledge of the
addressee. Nevertheless, there are important ways in which
the phenomena to be discussed depend on assumptions regarding
long—-term knowledge as well, and one of the tasks is to iden-
tify what these interactions are. I have been using the term
packaging to refer to the kind of phenomena at issue here,
with the idea that they have to do primarily with how the
message is sent and only secondarily with the message itself,
just as the packaging of toothpaste can affect sales in par~
tial independence of the quality of the toothpaste inside.

Our starting point, then, is that the packaging phenom-
ena relevant to nouns include the following: (a) the noun may
be either given or new; (b) it may be a focus of contrast;
(c) it may be definite or indefinite; (d) it may be the sub-
ject of its sentence; (e) it may be the topic of its sen-
tence; and (f) it may represent the individual whose point of
view the speaker is taking, or with whom the speaker empathi-
zes. I don't mean to suggest that this list is complete.
However, I have excluded such statuses as generic and non-
specific (the latter being involved in the ambiguity of I
want to buy a book, for example) because, while they do in-
teract with definiteness in certain ways, they have more to
do with content than packaging. And I have not included
terms like theme and emphasis because I believe they are un-
necessary; that is, they are at best alternative labels for
the phenomena that will be discussed. The restriction of the
discussion to the statuses of nouns, on the other hand, is
arbitrary. Some of these statuses--quite clearly givenness
and contrastiveness, for example--apply equally well to verbs,
though not all of them do. The emphasis on nouns here is
purely expository; the context of the paper within this vol-
ume recommends it as a unifying principle.

‘ Strictly speaking, these are not statuses of nouns but
of their referents. Philosophical obfuscation notwithstand-
ing, I will assume that a referent is the idea a noun is used
to express. Among the things we have in mind when we talk
are the ideas of various particular individuals and events,
We choose certain words to express these ideas. TFor example,
we may have in mind a particular person, and we may express
our idea of this person on one occasion as Bob, on another as
the guy I bought the boat from, on another as he, or whatever,
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It is the constant idea of the individual rather than the
ghifting words that may occupy one or several of the statuses
1isted above. If I write loosely of a noun as being in the
gtatus given, for example, what I really mean is that the
idea which the noun expresses has this status,

There are two broad kinds of considerations that enter
into the identification of a noun's status or statuses. It
would be fashionable to call them syntactic and cognitive
considerations. For example, status as grammatical subject
can sometimes be established through the surface case inflec-
tion (e.g., the noun is in the nominative case) and/or the
fact that this is the noun with which the verb agrees (e.g.,
in person, number, and/or gender). These can be called syn-
tactic considerations. But it might also be held that the
grammatical subject performs some sort of cognitive function.
Perhaps it is a conditioned stimulus (Mowrer 1954), the fig-
ure of a figure-ground relation or an "interest-object"
(Carroll 1958), the "conceptual focus" (Tannenbaum and
Williams 1968, James 1972), the most prominent or important
element in the sentence (Johnson-Laird 1968a, 1968b; Hornby,
Hass, and Feldman 1970), the focus of attention (Olson and
Filby 1972), and so on. Perhaps some of these characteriza-
tions are more appropriate to the psychological than the

.grammatical subject, and perhaps, in fact, the grammatical

subject is only a syntactic phenomenon, lacking in cognitive
significance altogether. This last may be the predominant
view in linguistics today. The only thing that seems clear
is that the syntactic considerations (or at least some of
them) are easier to sort out and agree on. The cognitive
considerations lead us into a morass of uncertainty from
which psychological experiments have not yet, at least, suc-
ceeded in extricating us.

My principal focus here will be on these cognitive con-
siderations, but I believe that a prerequisite to an eventual
solution of these puzzles is an approach which unifies lin-
guistic and psychological evidence into a total picture of
how language functions. In what follows I will try to pro-
vide a start in that direction by suggesting various relevant
hypotheses, some with empirical backing and some almost whol-
ly speculative, and by suggesting what it would be desirable
to know more about if we were to account for these phenomena
in a more final way. If my assertions sound more confident
than they should, my intention is only that they might help
in the organization of future research in this area.

I will take up each of the six statuses listed in my
title in turn. To the extent that it is appropriate, I will
organize the discussion of each in the following way. TFirst
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I will speculate as to the cognitive function of the status,
I consider this first section to be the heart of the discus-
sion in each case, the section with which T would most like
to invite agreement or disagreement. Then I will say a
little bit about how the status is expressed in English and
perhaps a few other languages, It is not my intention to
provide an extensive treatment of phenomena in particular
languages, and this section will be sketchy and uneven, with
perhaps too much attention given to the few languages I can
say something about from firsthand experience. Since most of
these statuses involve assumptions by the speaker as to tem~
porary states of the addressee's mind, I will then give some
attention to how such assumptions are established. In some
cases (e.g., definiteness) I will have to summarize some rich
and varied criteria; in other cases I can do little more than
point out the need for further research. Then, in most ca-
ses, I will mention also the question of how long the status
is preserved within a discourse. Uusually I will have to ad-
mit that very little is known on this point. Finally, for
some of the statuses, I will cite one or more conspicuous
cases in the linguistic or psychological literature where
that status has been confused with one or more of the others.

Givenness

What is it? The key to this distinction is the notion
of consciousness (Chafe 1974). Given (or old) information is
that knowledge which the speaker assumes to be in the con-
sciousness of the addressee at the time of the utterance. So-
called new information is what the speaker assumes he is in-
troducing into the addressee's consciousness by what he says.
The terminology has been and continues to be misleading to
linguists and psychologists who use it. Calling something
"old information'" suggests it is "what the listener is expec-
ted to know already" and "new information" is "what the lis-
tener is not expected to know already," something that is
being introduced into the addressee's knowledge for the first
time (the quotes are from Haviland and Clark 1974). But a
speaker who says I saw your father yesterday is unlikely to
assume that the addressee had no previous knowledge of his
father, even though by the usual criteria your father would
be considered new information. The point is that the speaker
has assumed that the addressee was not thinking about his
father at the moment. Terms like "already activated" and
"newly activated" would convey this distinction more accura-
tely, but are awkward; we will probably have to live with the
terms "given" (or "old") and "new."
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The above characterization is based almost entirely on
{ntrospective evidence, which I believe must play a major
role in the study of such matters as consciousness. But cer-
tainly there is a great need to look for experimentally veri-
fied connections between givenness and consciousness. The
psychology of consciousness has so far concerned itself most-
ly with abnormal states, and not with basic manifestations
1ike this ome.

How is givenness expressed? The principal linguistic
effects of the given-new distinction, in English and perhaps
all languages, reduce to the fact that given information is
conveyed in a weaker and more attenuated manner than new in-
formation. This attenuation is likely to be reflected in two
principal ways: given information is pronounced with lower
pitch and weaker stress than new, and it is subject to pro-
nominalization. In English it seems to be the case that
given information is always pronounced with low pitch and
weak stress, unless it is contrastive (see below). New in-
formation, however, is not always pronounced with high pitch
and strong stress. In general, in English, nouns which con-
vey new information are more consistently given strong pro-
nunciation than are verbs, but the distribution of "new"
pitch and stress is complex. (For a preliminary attempt to
unravel this problem see Chafe 1974:114-116.) As for pro-~
nominalization, it can be applied only to items that convey
given information, but it tends not to be applied when the
speaker is aware that ambiguity would result (when there are
two or more given items competing equally for the same pro-
noun). Thus the speaker has to monitor his speech not only
with respect to what he assumes to be in the addressee's
consciousness, but also with respect to the addressee's a-
bility to interpret the referents of pronouns correctly.
Speakers frequently err in both respects. Evidently some
languages also use particles to express the given-new dis-
tinction. Japanese wa (given) and ga (new) provide the best
known example (e.g., Kuno 1972b).

How is givenness established? A speaker may assume that
something is in the addressee's consciousness on the basis of
either extralinguistic or linguistic context. Extralinguis-
tically, the speaker may believe that both he and the add-
ressee share the perception, and hence the consciousness of
some object in the environment. If the speaker sees the add-
ressee looking at a certain picture on his wall, for example,
he might say out of the blue I bought it last week, where the
idea of the picture is treated as given and hence pronounced
with low pitch and weak stress, as well as being pronomina-
lized as it. The fact that the speaker and addressee them-
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selves are regularly treated as given (and pronominalized as
I and you respectively) stems from the same consideration.
The speaker is conscious of the addressee, and the addressee
is conscious of the speaker. The most common linguistic ba-
sis for the speaker's assuming something to be in the addres-
see's consciousness is, of course, the prior mention of a
referent: I'd like to show you a painting (new). I bought it
(given) last week. Such givenness extends not only to the
same referent, but also to any other referent that is cate-
gorized in the same way: There was a small earthquake (new)
last night. I felt one (given) last year at about this same
time. I suspect this is because one of the functions of
categorizing a particular (e.g., categorizing a particular
experience as an earthquake, or a small earthquake) is to en-
able it to be interpreted as. equivalent to other particulars
categorized in the same way. Hence, as soon as one such par-
ticular becomes given any of the others becomes given as well.
It is also of interest that generic expressions can attain
givenness in a similar manmer: I bought a painting (new) last
week. T really like paintings (generic and given). (For
further discussion see Chafe 1974:122-127.)

How long does givenness last? One indisputable property
of consciousness is that its capacity is very limited. As
new ideas come into it, old ones leave. The speaker's treat-
ment of an item as given, therefore, should cease when he
judges that item to have left his addressee's consciousness.
Such a judgment may be difficult to make, and this is an area
in which speakers are especially prone to err, saying he, for
example, when the addressee is no longer thinking about the
referent in question. It is probably here that Halliday's
(1967) notion of "recoverability" enters the picture. That
is, even though the addressee may have stopped thinking of
the referent of he, it may still be easily accessible in
memory and retrievable into consciousness. In that case com-
munication will not have suffered any serious setback. Ne-
vertheless, it is important to remember that givenness is a
status decided on by the speaker, and that it is fundamentally
a matter of the speaker's belief that the item is in the add-
ressee's consciousness, not that it is recoverable. If re-
covery is necessary there has been at least a slight lapse in
the communicative process.

The question of what causes the speaker to believe that
an item has left the addressee's consciousness needs systema-
tic examination (Chafe 1974:127-132). It would not be diffi-~
cult to examine tape recorded speech with this question in
mind, and to look for instances where something previously
treated as given is later treated as new. The number of in~-
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tervening sentences in which the item was not mentioned is
one obvious variable, but more interesting would be the ef-
fect of such discourse boundaries as a change of scene,
where a whole new set of items can be assumed to enter the
consciousness of the addressee, presumably pushing out old
ones. One could examine the effect of this kind of boundary
on the speaker's assessment of what the addressee is thinking
of, and hence on his treatment of referents as given or new.
Confusions. There has been a great deal of confusion of
given and new status with other statuses a noun can have. A
few examples will be given below when other statuses are dis~
cussed. Here I will mention only the notion of "communica-
tive dynamism" (CD) associated with linguistic studies in
Czechoslovakia. To quote Firbas (1966:270), "By the degree
of CD carried by a sentence element we understand the extent
to which the sentence element contributes to the development
of the communication, to which it 'pushes the communication
forward,' as it were." Although this characterization is
somewhat vague, it appears from the examples provided by
Czech linguists that CD has more in common with the given-new
distinction than with the other statuses we will consider.
That being the case, it is interesting that CD is said to be
a matter of degree, and not a binary distinction. If we
identify a low degree of CD with givenness and a high degree
with newness, the question arises as to whether there are
intermediate degrees of given and new. The implication would
be that the speaker can assume something to be in the addres-
see's consciousness to a greater or lesser degree. This psy-
chological implication would be of considerable importance if
it could be established. For the moment, however, it is ne-
cessary to say that the examples cited by the Czech linguists
for the scalarity of the distinction are unconvincing, and
that it has not been demonstrated linguistically that given
v8. new 1s anything more than a discrete dichotomy.

Contrastiveness

What is it? Suppose we take as an example of a contras-
tive sentence Ronald made the hamburgers, where the acute
accent mark indicates that the highest pitch and stress are
on the stressed syllable of Ronald (the remainder of the sen-~
tence being low pitched). What is conveyed by such a sen-
tence is the speaker's knowledge that Ronald, as opposed to
other possible candidates the addressee might have had in
mind, is the right selection for this role. Three factors
are involved here. The first is an awareness, which the
speaker assumes is shared by the addressee, that someone made
the hamburgers. I will call this the background knowledge.
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Does "awareness" mean "consciousness"? In other words, does
the background knowledge have to be given? One can certainly
imagine the use of a contrastive sentence in a situation
where there is no good reason to assume that the addressee is
thinking about this matter at the time the sentence is spoken.
Sherlock Holmes, for example, might have spent the whole eve-
ning in cogitation before exclaiming The bitler did it to a
surprised Watson whose mind was completely on the book he was
reading. The two shared the knowledge that someone did it
(whatever it was), but Holmes could not objectively assume
that Watson had that knowledge in his consciousness at that
moment. Nevertheless, Holmes evidently was treating this
knowledge as if it were given—-as if Watson were thinking of
it even though he wasn't. A possibility, then, is that the
background knowledge must be either given or "quasi-given,"
the latter being a pretense on the speaker's part that given-
ness applies.

The second factor involved in a contrastive sentence is
the set of possible candidates. In saying Rbnald made the
hamburgers the speaker evidently assumes that the addressee
was at least entertaining, and possibly believed in one or
more other candidates for this role. In many contrastive
sentences the speaker actually contradicts a belief of the
addressee's (for example, that Sally made the hamburgers),
but that is not essential. The only consistent factor seems
to be that the speaker assumes that a limited number of can-
didates is available in the addressee's mind (whether or not
the addressee could in fact list all of them). Often the
number is one, often it is larger, but when it is unlimited
the sentence fails to be contrastive. Bolinger once sugges—
ted (1961:87) that "in a broad sense every semantic peak is
contrastive. Clearly in Let's have a picnic, coming as a
suggestion out of the blue, there is no specific contrast
with dinner party, but there is a contrast between picnicking
and anything else the group might do. As the alternatives
are narrowed down, we get closer to what we think of as con-
trastive accent."” His suggestion was that the available al-
ternatives may range between one and unlimited, and that we
are more prone to regard the sentence as contrastive as the
number gets smaller. I favor, on the contrary, the view that
contrastive sentences are qualitatively different from those
which simply supply new information from an unlimited set of
possibilities.

The third factor involved in contrastiveness is the as-
sertion of which candidate is the correct one, and this, of
course, is the real work a contrastive sentence does. The
sentence used above as an illustration says essentially, "I
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pelieve that you believe that someone made the hamburgers,
that you have a limited set of candidates (perhaps ome) in
mind as that someone, and I am telling you that the someone
is Ronald, rather than one of those others." All contrastive
sentences follow this pattern, mutatic mutandis. Suppose we
call the asserted alternmative (in this case Ronald) the focus
of contrast. As a rule of thumb for testing whether a sen-
tence is contrastive we can ask whether the phrase 'rather
than (instead of, not)..." can be felicitously inserted after
the focus. One question which arises is whether the focus
provides new information. I would argue that it does not--or
need not——in the sense of new information characterized a-
bove. The speaker may very well assume that the addressee is
already thinking about Ronald, either as one of the possible
candidates for this role or in some other connection. That
is why pronouns can be the focus of contrast: Hé did it, I did
it. Evidently the principal condition under which given
items (including those that are pronominalized) receive the
intonation peak of a sentence is just when they are such a
focus of contrast. One other reason for distinguishing con-
trastive focus from new information will be mentioned below
in connection with multiple foei. The distinction between
given and new which applies in noncontrastive sentences has
little relevance to contrastive sentences. The background
knowledge (someone made the hamburgers) perhaps has to be at
least quasi-given, the set of possible candidates may include
items which are either given or new, and the focus of con-
trast itself may be given or new. What is communicated by a
contrastive sentence is that a certain focus item rather

than other possible ones is correct, but that cannot be re-
garded as new information in the sense of a referent newly
introduced into the addressee's consciousness.

It is possible for a sentence to have more than one fo-
cus of contrast: Ronald made the hamburgers. Here it is the
pairing of these candidates for these roles that is being
asserted. That is, if we are to take possible pairings of
agents with patients of make in this particular situation,
one of the correct pairings (the speaker asserts) is Ronald
with the hamburgers. (Perhaps S81ly made the salad, but
Rénald made the hamburgers.) Sentences with such double
contrast are common, but it is possible with some effort to
set up situations where even triple contrast would be appro-
priate: Sally picked the 1éttuce, but Rénald bdught the méat.

How is contrastiveness expressed? The principal mani-
festation is the placement of higher pitch and stronger stress
on the focus of contrast. Thus, it is often difficult or im—
possible to tell the difference between contrast and new in-
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formation on a phonetic basis alone. Nevertheless, sentences
with multiple contrast can be used to demonstrate that con-
trastive intonation is sometimes phonetically different from
new information intonation, contrary to Bolinger's statement
(1961:87) that "as far as we can tell from the behavior of
pitch, nothing is uniquely contrastive" (cf. Chafe 1974:118-
119). Imagine the following sequence of question and answer:

1. What happened at the meeting?
2. They elected Alice président.

The entire predicate of the second sentence is presumably new
information, with the result that the nouns within it (though
not the verb) receive high pitch. But evidently the high
pitch on Alice here is (or may be) phonetically different
from that on the same word in:

3. They elected Hénry tréasurer, and they elected Alice
président.

In the latter case Alice and president are the foci of a
double contrast. (Henry and treasurer may or may not be con-
trastive; it is quite possible for them to be simply new in-
formation here.) A normal pronunciation for Alice when she
is simply new information (as in 2) is with a pitch that
falls only slightly on the second syllable. But when she is
a focus of contrast (as in 3), the pitch must fall steeply.
This difference between new and contrastive intonation evi-
dently becomes overt only when one contrastive focus is di-
rectly followed by another, as in 3. When there is a single
focus the sentence intonation will fall in any case, obliter-
ating the distinction. That is why Ronald made the hamburgers

is ambiguous between the contrastive and noncontrastive (new
information) meanings. On the other hand it is also true
that the high pitch on a contrastive focus is often higher
than that on a simple new information item (and the stress
stronger). Probably this increased prominence often given to
a contrastive focus results from an increased emotional com-
mitment that is likely to accompany contrastiveness.

It needs to be mentioned that contrastive sentences
typically appear on the surface to be indistinguishable from
answers to so—called WH questions, in those cases where the
latter are spelled out in complete sentences. Thus RSnald
made the hamburgers need not be contrastive, but might be the
answer to the question Who made the hamburgers? But the con-
text and intent of a contrastive sentence is different, and
the surface convergence with WH answers should not be inter-
preted as indicating an identity of function. 1In this case
too there may be an intonational difference in the situation
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where two WH answers, as compared with two foci of contrast,
occur in juxtaposition. In answer to the question Who did
they elect what? (assuming that only one office was at issue),
the answer They elected Alice président need not have the
gsame falling intonation on both items that is obligatory in
the double contrast sentence They elected f1ice président, as
discussed above.

An additional way in which contrastiveness may be ex-
pressed is with the use of a so-called cleft sentence, as in
It was Rbénald who made the hamburgers. The term was used by
Jespersen, who noted (1961:147-148): "A cleaving of a sen-
tence by means of it is (often followed by a relative pronoun
or connective) serves to single out one particular element of
the sentence and very often, by directing attention to it and
bringing it, as it were, into focus, to mark a contrast."
Pseudo-cleft sentences, like The one who made the hamburgers
was Ronald, evidently serve the same function. English thus
provides these three ways (including Ronald made the hambur-
gers) of expressing contrastiveness, with Ronald the focus of
contrast. (A fourth way will be mentioned in the discussion
of topics below.) The question of why a speaker chooses any
one of these three has not yet been satisfactorily answered.
I offer the following speculations. Roénald made the hambur-
gers is particularly appropriate when it echoes the syntax
of a preceding sentence uttered by the other party, e.g.,
Sally made the hamburgers. When such echoing is less impor-
tant, cleft sentences provide a way of moving the focus to
the right, so that it does not appear as the initial item in
the sentence. There may, then, be a tendency to place not
only new information, but also the focus of contrast later in
the sentence. Pseudo-cleft sentences, of course, allow this
tendency full rein.

We have seen that contrastiveness is expressed through
intonation and stress, and in a certain way through word or-
der. In some languages, where the role of given nouns is
captured primarily through agreement in the verb, independent
pronouns appear to be used mainly to express a focus of con-
trast. In Seneca, for example, and in the Iroquois languages
generally, a first person referent is normally expressed only
through a verbal prefix. There is, however, a separate
Seneca pronoun i? "I" which appears typically in sentences
like:

4. 17 onond?ta? ky&thwas
I potatoes I-plant
1 plant potatoes:

The context might be, "Other people may plant other things,
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