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ON SOME BASIC ISSUES OF THE THEORY
OF FUNCTIONAL SENTENCE PERSPECTIVE

I

ON WALLACE L. CHAFE'S VIEW ON NEW AND OLD INFORMATION
AND COMMUNICATIVE DYNAMISM

Jan Firbas

Problems of functional sentence perspective (FSP) have interested scholars
for quite a long time. Henri Weil, who published his important monograph on
word order as early as 1844 (Weil 1844), may rightly be regarded as the fore-
runner of FSP theorists (cf. Firbas 1974.11—-2). It would be interesting to estab-
lish to what extent and in what way he was developing findings and thoughts
expressed by scholars before him.

In any case, European scholars have been aware of FSP phenomena for
a considerably longer time than their colleagues across the Atlantic. The interest
of American scholars in problems of FSP is comparatively recent (although they
would not as a rule use the term ‘functional sentence perspective’), but it has
already significantly widened the range of languages subjected to FSP analysis
and enriched our knowledge of FSP phenomena. This is borme out, for in-
stance, by the collection of papers entitled Subject and topic, edited by Charles
N. Li and published in 1976 (Li 1976). The book contains a comprehensive list
of references. Perusing them, however, a Continental scholar may wish that
more attention had been paid to the work done on FSP in Europe in the past.
Weil's name does not appear on the list. A Czechoslovak scholar will miss such
prominent names as Vilém Mathesius, Frantiek Dane§, Eduard Bene§ and
others. The bibliography adduces only three Czechoslovak items — Sgall, Ha-
jicova and BeneSovd 1973, and Firbas 1964 (mistakenly dated 1966) and 1966.
My own approach is dealt with in Wallace L. Chafe’s (Chafe 1976.27—55) con-
tribution to the volume (Chafe 1976.33).

Chafe appreciates the importance of the investigation into FSP phenomena.
Discussing new and old information — one of the basic issues in the theory of
FSP — in his monograph Meaning and the structure of language, he explicitly
emphasizes the ‘unusual importance’ of this problem to ‘our understanding of
how language works’ and voices the opinion that ‘once it is more fully under-
stood, it promises to explain a number of significant facts which are now ob-
scure’ (Chafe 1970.210). He adds that ‘it is a subject that has been seriously
neglected by the mainstream of linguistics’ (ibid.).

Apart from the brief discussion of my approach in Chafe 1976, Chafe has
devoted attention to it in a paper published in Language (1974). Chafe is un-
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doubtedly one of the leading linguists at the present time and his interest in the
work done in Brno is more than encouraging. It is therefore regrettable that it
is with such great delay that a response to his views is presented here, I trust,
however, that even a belated response will contribute to a clarification of the
concepts involved and also clear up some misunderstandings that I find in
Chafe’s interpretation of my approach.

GIVEN INFORMATION AND CONTEXT DEPENDENCE;
DEGREES OF CONSCIOUSNESS AND DEGREES
OF COMMUNICATIVE DYNAMISM

Chafe holds that a piece of information can be assumed to be either present
in or absent from the addressee’s consciousness. In his approach, presence in or
absence from the addressee’s consciousness is the criterion of the givenness or
the newness of a piece of information. Since the criterion offers these alterna-
tives, an element can only be established as conveying either given or new in-
formation. Chafe does not think it possible that a piece of information can be
assumed to be partly but not completely present in the addressee’s conscious-
ness and concludes that an element cannot be partly given and partly new. This
induces him to say that ‘it is hard to see from the Czech writings that the no-
tion of degrees of consciousness, or a gamut of communicative dynamism, is
supported by linguistic evidence’ (1974.120).

In his 1976 paper, Chafe comes to the same conclusion when he says: ‘... 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 addressee’s consciousness to
a greater or lesser degree. This psychological implication would be of consider-
able 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 that
given vs. new is anything more than a discrete dichotomy’. (Chafe 1976.33.)

It is important to note that Chafe actually equates three dichotomies: (i) that
of given vs. new, (ii) that of being assumed to be present in, vs. being absent
from, the addressee’s consciousness, and (iii) that of low degree of CD vs. high
degree of CD.

In the first place, let me emphasize that in my approach an element can be
either context-dependent, i.e. conveying given information, or context-inde-
pendent, i.e. conveying new information. A context-dependent element carries
a lower degree of CD than a context-independent element and continues to do
so irrespective of sentence position and semantic character. It also carries lower
prosodic weight than a context-independent element. Against the background of
this, a context-dependent element can be presented as context-independent and
vice versa, but the dichotomy of context-dependence and context independence
remains valid. It does play an essential role in my approach.

A context-dependent element carries a lower degree of CD than a context-
independent element, but the dichotomy of context dependence and context in-
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dependence is not the only factor that determines the dynamics of the commu-
nication. The gamut of CD is not solely controlled by the mere dichotomy of
context dependence and context independence. True enough, context-independ-
ent elements are always communicatively more important than context-depend-
ent elements and therefore carry higher degrees of CD than context-dependent
elements. But they themselves differ in degrees of CD owing to (i) the opera-
tion of linear modification and (ii) the operation of semantic structure, or to be
exact, the characters of semantic contents and the characters of semantic rel-
ations into which the semantic contents enter. These two factors assert them-
selves with particular force within the sphere constituted by the context-inde-
pendent elements of the sentence.

The three factors participating in the interplay at the level of the written lan-
guage can be briefly described as context, linear modification and semantic
structure. At the level of the spoken language, a fourth participant joins the in-
terplay — that of intonation. The interplay of the factors determining the de-
grees of CD has been the main concern of all my writings on functional sen-
tence perspective. These writings offer ample illustrations of this interplay, which
induces the elements of a sentence to carry more than two degrees of CD.

Let me recall that the notion of CD is essentially based on the idea of the
development of the communication. The communication is not a static phenom-
enon; it develops from a starting point to a communicative goal. (This develop-
ment need not necessarily coincide with the linear arrangement of the sentence
elements.) It can be shown that context-dependent elements are not embedded
‘in the immediately preceding context to the same degree and that not every
context-independent element conveys the very piece of information towards
which the communication is oriented. All these facts point to a greater number
of degrees of CD carried by a sentence structure.

Under normal conditions, for instance, the notion of the speaker, i.e. the
producer of the communication, is even more firmly established in the immedi-
ately relevant situational context than the notion of the addressee; less firmly
established will be any other retrievable element; Je vous en prie, Ich bitte dich
darum, Prosim té o to, May I ask you for it. Under normal conditions, the rela-
tionship between the degrees of CD carried by the elements expressing the
three context-dependent notions will remain the same irrespective of sentence
position. It is, however, not without interest to note that in the examples ad-
duced they are actually arranged in accordance with the gradual rise in CD re-
flecting the degrees to which they are established in the immediately relevant
context: Je — vou — en; Ich — dich — darum; -m —té —to; I — you — it.

The difference in degrees of CD carried by context-dependent elements may
be comparatively slight. Rises in CD are more apparent within the context-inde-
pendent section of the sentence. For instance, the highest degree of CD within
this section is carried by the element that is communicatively most important,
i.e. the one to. which the entire communication within the sentence is perspec-
tived. Each of the capitalized elements in the examples adduced in Chafe 1974
is a carrier of the highest degree of CD within its respective sentence; cf. Yes-
terday I had my class disrupted by a BULLDOG. I'm beginning to DISLIKE
bulldogs (see Chafe 1974.125), in which neither a BULLDOG nor DISLIKE is
the only context-independent element within the sentence: Elements that con-
vey the most important piece of information bring the communication within
the sentence to its completion and exceed in CD other context-independent ele-
ments if such are present as well as the context-dependent element(s) that more
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often than not concur. This further corroborates the assumption that the‘sen-
tence can display more degrees of CD than two.

As has been emphasized the distribution of degrees of CD is not determined
solely by the dichotomy of context dependence and context independence, but
by an interplay of factors. It is the laws of the interplay of these factors that has
been the main concern of my inquiries into FSP. An outline of the results of
these inquiries has been presented in Firbas 1986.

Coming back to context-dependence and context-independence, let me em-
phasize that my criterion of given or new information is to be looked for in the
context. In fact, it is to be looked for in the immediately relevant preceding
written/spoken and/or the immediately relevant situational context. This in-
volves a difference of criteria, for Chafe’s criterion of given or new information,
on the other hand, is to be looked for in the speaker’s assumption of the state
of the addressee’s consciousness. According to my approach, givenness, i.e.
context-dependence, is conditioned by the presence of the information and/or
its referent in the immediately relevant context (see, e.g., Firbas 1986.54—6);
according to Chafe’s approach givenness is conditioned by the assumption of
the speaker that the information is present in the addressee’s consciousness.

My criteria of CD and Chafe’s criteria of givenness cannot therefore be
equated. The gamut of CD cannot be equated with the two degrees of con-
sciousness understood as presence in or absence from consciousness. Moreover,
the degrees of CD are determined by an interplay of factors. This interplay in-
duces the elements of a sentence to carry more than two degrees of CD.

It is, however, hard to believe that neither the speaker nor the addressee
would be conscious of the development of the communication. As early as
1844 Henri Weil aptly spoke of the point of departure and the goal of the
communication and the movement of thought from the former to the latter. But
this movement does not consist merely in two steps, one being the point of de-
parture and the other the goal of the communication. In other words, the
movement of the thought cannot be reduced to two steps one of which is con-
stituted by mere context dependence (givenness) and the other by mere context
independence (newness). This development is a psychological fact. Should the
criterion of presence in or absence from the addresse’s consciousness prove
not to be an adequate psychological tool to verify the development (dynamics)
of the communication, some other criterion would have to be found for this
purpose.

It is regrettable that in interpreting degrees of CD only in terms of given and
new and applying as criterion the speaker’s assumption of whether a piece of
information ‘is present in or absent from the addressee’s consciousness, Chafe
does not inform his readers of the interplay of factors that determines the de-
grees of CD carried by the sentence elements. True enough, Chafe’s wording ‘If
we identify a low degree of CD with givenness and a high degree with newness,
the question arises . ..” (Chafe 1976.33; see here p. 52? should warn the reader
that the degrees of CD may not be interpreted solely in terms of givenness
and newness, but perhaps not every reader will notice the comparatively incon-
spicuous if occurring im Chafe’s critique and ask what factors actually determine
the degrees of CD.

Chafe’s interpretation of the degrees of CD (offered in Chafe 1974) is, for
instance, accepted — without any mention of my inquiry into the interplay of
factors determining the degrees of CD — by Helas Contreras in his valuable
and thought-provoking monograph on Spanish word order (Contreras 1976.16).
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It is gratifying to find that Contreras’s observation and analyses corroborate the
interplay of (i) sentence linearity (linear modification), (i) the semantic sen-
tence structure (strictly speaking the semantic character of the sentence elements
and the character of the semantic relations into which they enter) and (iii) con-
text dependence/independence, i.e. the three factors that in the written lan-
guage determine the distribution of the degrees of CD over the sentence ele-
ments. It is disappointing, however, that he tells his reader nothing of my inqui-
ries into this interplay, nor of my inquiries into the relationship between the
distribution of degrees of CD as determined by this non-prosodic interplay and
the distribution of degrees of prosodic weight. In this way, the reader is in fact
deprived of references to linguistic evidence bearing out the degrees of CD.

ELEMENTS OF SEMANTIC STRUCTURE AND ELEMENTS
OF SURFACE STRUCTURE

Chafe finds that the postulation of multiple degrees of CD may have ‘resuit-
ed from a confusion of various factors, but especially from a failure to distin-
guish clearly between elements of semantic structure and elements of surface
structure’ (1974.120). Before commenting on Chafe’s criticism concerning the
confusion of factors or levels, I think it relevant to recall that I subscribe to
Dane$’s three-level approach to syntax (Danes 1964).

Following Danes, 1 hold that the function of the sentence in the act of com-
munication can be successfully interpreted if three levels are kept separate: that
of semantic structure, that of grammatical structure and that of FSP (cf, e.g.,
Firbas 1964.137; 1972.81; 1974.15). In consequence, I distinguish between
functions performed at the semantic level, functions performed at the grammati-
cal level and functions performed at the level of FSP. (It is at the FSP level
that the interplay of FSP factors takes place.) I distinguish between these func-
tions very clearly, but in order to account for the way a sentence operates in
the act of communication I consider it legitimate and necessary to ask to what
_extent and under what conditions the functions may coincide. If they do under
certain conditions, they enter into relationships that cannot be overlooked by
the analyst. For instance, agency at the semantic level, subjecthood at the gram-
matical (syntactic) level and thematicity caused by low CD at the FSP level
tend to coincide. To determine the conditions under which this coincidence (or
congruence) of functions and other cases of functional coincidence (congruence)
take place is one of the main concerns of the FSP approach. A problem of par-
ticular importance is that of the relation of the finite verb to the three levels. In
fact, Chafe illustrates the ‘failure to distinguish clearly between elements of se-
maatic structure and elements of surface structure’ by referring to my treatment
of the finite verbs.

He points out that ‘one of the oldest notions’ in the FSP approach ‘seems to
be that finite verbs are often (though not always) transitional elemients with re-
spect to CD’. He suspects ‘that this noion would not have arisen were it not
for the fact that verbs are most often pronounced with low pitch even if they
carry new information’. He concludes that ‘one might on this basis be led to in-
terpret the low pitch as reflecting a lower degree of “communicative dynamism”
in verbs; but that would be attaching undue semantic importance tc a surface
phenomenon’ (1974 ! 70) \

The tendency incu iy e Srue vorb 0 po lon 30 crsticeal lunetien s
indeed one of the olucs{ notions 1o the 3P apprad 4. Bt is, however, not cor-
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rect to assume that the notion would not have arisen were in not for the ten-
dency inducing the finite verb to bear comparatively light prosodic weight. It was
on the basis of analyses of written texts (Firbas 1959, 1961, 1965) that I came
to the conclusion that because of its semantic character and the character of the
semantic relations into which it enters the finite verb tends to perform a transi-
tional function at the level of FSP. The purpose of the inquiry into the prosod-
ic features of the finite verb, undertaken later, was to establish to what extent
this interpretation, offered in regard to the written language, corresponds to the
situation in the spoken language. This purpose was explicitly stated in the intro-
duction to my study on the prosodic features of the modern English finite verb:
‘Whereas our previous papers confined themselves to the study of the non-pro-
sodic means (i.e. those used by the written language) of FSP, the present paper
endeavours to proceed a step further and cover also its prosodic means’ (Fir-
bas 1968.11; spaced out in the source quoted from). The study corroborated
the findings arrived at in regard to the written language: it has shown that the
tendency inducing the finite verb to perform the transitional function tallies with
the tendency inducing the finite verb to carry comparatively light prosodic
weight. The distribution of prosodic weight in the spoken language is ultimately
controlled by the distribution of degrees of CD determined by the interplay of
non-prosodic FSP factors. The tendency inducing the finite verb to carry com-
paratively light prosodic weight is a reflection of the tendency inducing the fi-
nite verb to perform a transitional function. I certainly do not claim that it is
the other way round. It cannot therefore be maintained that undue semantic
importance has been attached to a surface phenomenon.

The weaker the verbal semantic content, the more effectively it performs the
transitional function at the FSP level. Provided that in George/He was very
rude, George/He conveys retrievable information and very rude irretrievable in-
formation, was serves as a link (transition) between the theme George/He and
the rtheme very rude. It does so through the temporal and modal indications it
expresses. Supplying this link, it starts building up the communication upon the
foundation provided by the theme and introduces the most important piece of
information, conveyed by very rude (cf. Firbas 1965.172). Viewed in this light,
George/He carries the lowest degree of CD and very rude the highest degree of
CD, was ranking between them. Chafe, on the other hand, holds that ‘if one
takes rude to be the verb in the semantic structure of this sentence, with the
verb be introduced semantically in order to provide a surface vehicle for the
past tense, the question of assigning a degree of CD to was does not arise’
(1974.120).

Though comparatively weak in semantic content, was is by no means devoid
of meaning. In ascribing a temporary quality to Geore and expressing the tem-
poral relationship as well as presenting the ascription of quality as a fact (imple-
menting the indicative mood), it conveys information that participates in the de-
velopment of the communication. Under the circumstances, it is on account of
such information that it becomes transitional. (Simultaneously it serves as an ex-
ponent of person and number. On account of this information, it is thematic.)
Any linguistic element — or vehicle for that matter — conveying some item or
items of meaning participates in the development of the communication and
hence becomes a carrier of a degree of CD. This necessarily raises the question
of what degree of CD is to be assigned to was.

In my approach, rude would not be interpreted as a verb in the semantic
structure of the sentence under examination. I simply regard the notion of
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‘rudeness’ as implemented by the adjective rude, which performs the syntactic
function of a subject complement. In reference to the semantic level I do not
use any morphological or syntactic concepts. In my approach such concepts are
consistently linked with the actual formal implementations. In this point,
Chafe’s approach is evidently not identical with mine. In terms of the three-lev-
el approach to syntax, I do not think that I can be accused of failing to distin-
guish clearly between the semantic level and the grammatical level.

Chafe further finds that the relation of the temporal and modal exponents of
the verb (or the inflexion of the verb, in his terminology; cf. Chafe
1970.167—84) to the assumption a speaker makes about what is in the address-
ee’s consciousness is a matter of some interest (1974.120). Intentionally re-
fraining from going into detail, he suggests ‘that there is no reason to believe
that tense or aspect information is something of which the addressee can be as-
sumed to be partly but not completely conscious’ (ib.). He proposes ‘that tenses
in themselves never carry anything but given information; new information re-
garding temporal orientation is conveyed by adverbs’ (ib.). He concludes that
‘in general, it is hard to see from the Czech writings that the notion of degrees
of consciousness, or a gamut of communicative dynamism, is supported from
linguistic evidence’ (ib.).

It must be borne in mind that in Chafe’s approach the givenness of a piece
of information is due to the speaker’s assumption that this piece of information
is present in the addressee’s consciousness. In my approach, however, givenness
is to be understood in terms of retrievability from the immediately relevant con-
text, i.e. in terms of context dependence. In these terms, the temporal orienta-
tion expressed by the verb may indeed be present in the immediately relevant
context and hence -retrievable from it, but it may also be absent from it and
hence irretrievable, the verb initiating a change in temporal orientation. With
due alterations, the same applies to modal orientation. Adverbial elements may
or may not co-express irretrievable temporal or modal orientation, the finite
verb being capable of serving as sole conveyer of such orientation.

In essence, however, the transitional function consists in establishing a link
between the thematic and the non-thematic information within a sentence or
clause. Under the conditions stipulated, the ultimate communicative purpose to
be fulfilled by the structure George/He was very rude is to inform the addressee
that George was very rude, not — for instance — that the rude person was
George. Under the -conditions stipulated, the core (rheme) of the information,
‘extreme rudeness’, is built upon the foundation (theme), provided by the infor-
mation named ‘George’. The ascription of rudeness to George — in other
words, the linking of ‘George’ with ‘rudeness’ — is irretrievable information.
The establishment of the link between the thematic information and the non-
thematic information is an act of communication that is unique and exclusively
performed by the sentence structure used at the moment of utterance and/or
perception. Viewed in this light, was is a vehicle of information and conveys
irretrievable information even if the temporal and modal indications expressed
by it were repeated from the immediately relevant preceding context. '

The discussion of one possible use of the sentence structure George/He was
very rude in the act of communication (under the conditions stipulated) has
shown that sentence elements do not contribute to the development of the com-
munication in an equal way. The element that completes the development of
the communication within the sentence by expressing the piece of information
towards which the development is oriented contributes more to this develop-
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ment than the element that merely provides the foundation upon which the
communication develops. The element performing a mediatory role naturally
ranks between the two, for it neither starts nor closes the development of the
communication within the sentence or clause. This corroborates the assumption
that the sentence can display more degrees of CD than two.

By way of closing my notes, I feel I should remind the reader that Mathesius
deliberately avoided the terms ‘psychological subject’ and ‘psychological predi-
cate’, replacing them by terms that he considered purely linguistic. This is what
he says in a paper that is regarded as a programmatic declaration of the prob-
lems and aims of the inquiry into functional sentence perspective: ‘... excessive
proximity of terms psychological subject and psychological predicate to terms
grammatical subject and grammatical predicate by no means adds to clarity in
distinguishing the two things which are basically different. Moreover, psycholog-
ical coloring of the two terms contributed, it seems, to the fact that the whole
question was pushed aside from the realm of official linguistics. This is to be re-
gretted since the very relationship between the information-bearing structure
and formal analysis of the sentence is one of the most characteristic traits of
a language’ (Mathesius 1975.468). I am not referring to Mathesius’ dictum in
support of a refutation of Chafe’s observation on the speaker’s assumptions
concerning the state of addressee’s consciousness. Linguistic and psychological
phenomena objectively co-exist and enter into mutual relationship. Heuristically
speaking, however, they have to be kept separate if their relationship is to be
adequately interpreted.

The present notes have concentrated on Chafe’s critique of the theory of
FSP. 1t is to be regretted that a comparison of Chafe’s approach and that of the
theory of FSP has been outside the scope of the present paper. Such a compar-
ison would have to concentrate mainly on such concept as givenness, contras-
tiveness, definiteness, subjecthood and topicality, concepts that are of para-
mount importance not only to the approaches of Chafe and the theory of FSP,
but to functional linguistics in general.
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K NEKTERYM ZAKLADNIM OTAZKAM
FUNKCNI PERSPEKTIVY VETNE
(aktudlniho ¢lenéni vétného)

1

K POJETI STARE A NOVE INFORMACE A VYPOVEDN[ DYNAMICNOSTI
U WALLACE L. CHAFA

Autor v stati srovndvd Chafovo pojeti staré (zndmé) a nové informace s pojetim svym Zatimco
Chafe posuzu;e znémost a novost informace podle toho, zdali ji miuvéi pokldd4 za pritomnou ne-
bo nepfitomnou ve védomi adreséta, autor zndmost a novost informace posuzuje podle toho, zdali
je nebo neni pfitomna v bezprostfedné relevantnfm piedchédzejicim slovnfm kontextu a/nebo
v bezprostfedné relevantnim kontextu situaénim. V tomto smyslu autor mluvi o kontextové zapo-
jenosti nebo nezapojenosti.

Podle svého kritéria vidi Chafe jen moznost dvou stuprii vipovédni dynamicnosti. Podle auto-
rova pojeti viak vypovédni dynamiénost neni jen zéleZitosti dichotomie zndmé a nové informace.
Polozky znémé informace nejsou stejné pevné etabloviny v bezprostfedné relevantnim kontextu
a poloZzky nezndmé informace v nestejné mife prispivaji v toku sdéleni k dosaZeni komunikativni-
ho cile, napf. jen jedna tlumogi vlastni jddro sdéleni. Chafovo kritérium je v podstaté psychologic-
ké, autorovo kritérium je v podstaté lingvistické.






