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D iscou rse  structure, to p ic a lity  a n d  q u estio n in g

J A N  V A N  K U P P E V E L T

Department o f Philosophy5 University o f Nijmegen

(R ece iv ed  27 F e b ru a ry  19 9 2 ; re v ise d  22  S e p te m b e r  1994 )

In this paper we present an  alternative ap p ro ach  to  d iscourse structure  according to  

which topicality is the general organizing  princip le in discourse. This app roach  

accounts fo r the fact that the segm entation s truc tu re  o f  d iscourse is in  correspondence 

with the hierarchy o f topics defined fo r the  d iscourse units, F u n d am en ta l to the  

proposed analysis is the relation it assum es betw een the n o tio n  o f top ic  a n d  that o f  

explicit and implicit questioning in  discourse. This re la tion  im plies th a t  ( 1) the topic 

associated with a discourse unit is p rov ided  by the  explicit o r im plicit question  it 

answers and (2) the relation between discourse un its  is determ ined by th e  relation  

between these topic-providing questions.

1 . I n t r o d u c t i o n

T his s tu d y  ta k e s  to p ic a lity  as th e  g e n e ra l  o rg a n iz in g  p r in c ip le  o f  d is c o u rs e  

s tru c tu re .1 T h e  s tru c tu r in g  fu n c tio n  o f  to p ic s  h a s  b e e n , d ire c tly  o r  in d ire c tly , 

an  im p o r ta n t  o r  ev en  a  c e n tra l p o in t  o f  in v e s t ig a t io n  in  s e v e ra l th e o r ie s  a n d  

views a b o u t  d isco u rse  s tru c tu re  ( fo r  e x a m p le , D a n e s  19 74 , G r im e s  19 75 , 

S ch an k  19 77 , V a n  D ijk  19 77 , G ro s z  19 78 , H in d s  19 79 , L o n g a c re  19 79 , J o sh i

& W ein ste in  19 8 1, H o b b s  1982 , J o h n s o n - L a i r d  198 3 , G ro s z  &  S id n e r  198 5 , 

P o lan y i 1988 , H o v y  1990 ). D iffe ren ces  e x is t b e tw e e n  th e m  w ith  r e g a rd  to  th e  

assum ed  to p ic  n o tio n , its  ex p lic itn ess  a n d  th e  g e n e ra l i ty  o f  th e  s t ru c tu r in g  

fu n c tio n  a ss ig n ed  to  to p ics , b o th  w ith  r e g a rd  to  s t r u c tu r a l  d if fe re n t leve ls  a n d  

d ifferen t ty p e s  o f  s tru c tu re s . T h e  p u r p o s e  o f  th is  s tu d y  is n o t  to  d isc u ss  a n d  

co m p are  th e se  d iffe ren t p o in ts  o f  v iew . I n s te a d  it p ro p o s e s  a n  a l te rn a t iv e  

th eo ry  in  w h ich  a  u n ifo rm  to p ic  n o t io n ,  c o m p r is in g  b o th  th e  n o t io n s  o f  

sen tence to p ic  a n d  o f  to p ic  o f  la rg e r  d is c o u rs e  u n i ts ,  is ta k e n  a s  th e  g e n e ra l 

basis o f  d isco u rse  s tru c tu re ,

T h e  c e n tra l  h y p o th e s is  is th a t  a  d is c o u rs e  d e r iv e s  i ts  s t r u c tu r a l  c o h e re n c e  

from  an  in te rn a l, m o s tly  h ie ra rc h ic a l to p ic -c o m m e n t  s tru c tu re .  A s  fa r  a s  

d iscourse  p ro d u c t io n  is c o n c e rn e d , th is  s t r u c tu r e  is th e  r e s u l t  o f  w h a t  is 

considered  to  b e  a n  essen tia l p a r t  o f  th e  d is c o u rs e  p r o d u c t io n  p ro c e s s , 

nam ely  th e  p ro cess  o f  th e  c o n te x tu a l in d u c t io n  o f  e x p lic it  a n d / o r  im p lic it

[1] M an y  o f  th e  ideas in  th is s tu d y  w ere  d e v e lo p e d  in  V a n  K u p p e v e lt  ( 1991). T h a t  re se a rc h  

p ro jec t as  well a s  fu r th e r  ex ten sio n s o f  it w ere  s u p p o r te d  by  tw o  g ra n ts  f ro m  th e  

N e th e rla n d s  O rg a n iza tio n  o f  Scientific R e s e a rc h  (N W O ).

T he E d ito rs  ap o lo g ize  fo r  the c o n s id e ra b le  d e lay  in  th e  p u b lic a tio n  o f  th is a rtic le .
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to p ic -fo r m in g  q u e s t io n s .2 I t  is  a rg u ed  th a t  th e  q u e s t io n s  a n sw e r e d  by a 

sp ea k er  (w riter) a r e  n o t  a lw a y s  e x p lic it ly  fo r m u la te d  b u t  rem a in  im p lic it , 

e sp e c ia lly  in  m o n o lo g u e s .  T h e se  s o -c a lle d  i m p l i c i t  q u e s t i o n s  a r e  char 

a c te r ized  as q u e s t io n s  w h ic h  th e  sp ea k er  a n tic ip a te s  to  h a v e  ar isen  w ith  th e  

a d d ressee  as th e  r e s u lt  o f  th e  p r e c e d in g  c o n te x t .

O u r  a n a ly s is  p r o v id e s  a n  a lter n a tiv e  s o lu t io n  to  th e  tr a d it io n a l th o u g h  

h a r d ly  w e ll-d e f in e d  d is t in c t io n  b e tw e e n  th e  n o t io n s  o f  to p ic  a n d  c o m m e n t .  

T h is  a ssu m es  a  d y n a m ic , c o n te x t-d e p e n d e n t  a n d  q u e s t io n -b a s e d  to p ic  

n o t io n , a c c o r d in g  to  w h ic h  a  ( s u b )to p ic  is  c o n s t itu te d  as th e  r e s u lt  o f  a 

(su b )q u e s t io n  a n d , i f  n o  d is tu r b a n c e  o f  th e  d is c o u r s e  p r o c e ss  o c c u r s , a 

(s u b )to p ic  is  c lo s e d  o f f  w h e n  (th e  sp e a k e r  a s su m e s )  th e  c o r r e s p o n d in g  

(su b )q u e s t io n  h a s  b e e n  a n s w e r e d  sa t is fa c to r ily . W e  w ill  e x p la in  th e  w a y  in  

w h ic h  th is  to p ic  n o t io n  is  m a in ly  r e sp o n s ib le  fo r  a to p ic  h ier a r ch y  in  

d isc o u r se  w h ic h  c o r r e s p o n d s  to  th e  h iera rc h y  o f  s tru c tu ra l u n its  in to  w h ic h  

a  d isc o u r se  c a n  b e  s e g m e n te d .

W e  sta r t  th e  a n a ly s is  w it h  b o th  a  fo r m a l a n d  o p e r a t io n a l c h a r a c te r iz a t io n  

o f  th e  n o t io n s  o f  to p ic  a n d  c o m m e n t  (s e c t io n  2). A fte r  d is c u s s in g  tw o  

r e se a r c h -p r o g r a m m a tic  r e s tr ic t io n s  (s e c t io n  3), a n  e x p lic a t io n  is  g iv e n  o f  o u r  

m a in  su b jec t o f  in v e s t ig a t io n ,  n a m e ly  th e  w a y  in  w h ic h  d isco u r se  s tr u c tu r e  

resu lts  fr o m  th e  p r o c e s s  o f  q u e s t io n in g . T h is  is  il lu s tr a te d  m a in ly  by  e x a m p le s  

in v o lv in g  a  s u c c e s s io n  o f  e x p lic it  q u e s t io n -a n sw e r  p a ir s  as th e y  a p p e a r  in  

q u e s t io n -a n s w e r  d ia lo g u e s .3 A l l  p r in c ip le s  w h ic h  h o ld  fo r  e x p lic it  q u e s t io n in g  

are c la im e d  a lso  to  a p p ly  to  im p lic it  q u e s t io n in g . H o w e v e r , a n  e x p la n a t io n  

o f  h o w  im p lic it  q u e s t io n s  a r e  r e c o n s tr u c te d  lie s  b e y o n d  th e  s c o p e  o f  th e  

p r e se n t  p a p e r .4 A s  w il l  b e  e x p la in e d  in  d e ta il, th e  p r o c e ss  o f  q u e s t io n in g  

in v o lv e s  th e  fo l lo w in g  th r e e  fu n c t io n a l p a r a m e te r s :  f e e d e r s  ( s e c t io n  4) ,  

t o p i c - c o n s t i t u t i n g  q u e s t i o n s  (s e c t io n  5) a n d  s u b t o p i c - c o n s t i t u t i n g

[2] A paradigm atic hypothesis ab o u t discourse production is that speaking and w riting  have 
an instrum ental function in the process of inform ation exchange in discourse. As for 

spoken discourse, this hypothesis is form ulated by Clark & C lark (1977: 223- 224) in the 
following way: ‘W hat is speaking?-  Speaking is fundam entally an instrum ental act. 
Speakers talk in order to have some effect on their listeners. They assert things to  change 
their stage o f know ledge.... Speakers begin w ith  the intention of affecting their listeners in 
a  particular way, and  they select and utter a sentence they believe will bring about ju s t this 
effect,' However, this hypothesis does no t give an answer to  the question o f  the 
s t r u c t u r a l  w a y  in w hich a  speaker realizes his intention. The present study assum es that, 
am ong other things, the inform ation exchange in discourse is realized by explicit a n d /o r  
implicit questioning,

[3] In this paper we abstrac t from  so-called t o p i c  n a r r o w i n g  and t o p i c  b r o a d e n i n g  

processes initiated by questions replacing a preceding questioning and having an effect on 
the cardinality o f  the se t o f  possible answers to the original question, as well as  from  
processes involving i n t e r v e n i n g  ( m e t a )  d i a l o g u e s  between question and answ er. Both 

processes are natu ral phenom ena in question-answer dialogues.

[4] In V an K uppevelt (1991) an  outline is presented of an  algorithm  for the reconstruction  o f  
implicit questions. H owever, until now only strictly contextual factors have been ta k e n  into 
consideration, w ithout involving factors related to  the process of the interaction o f  given 
contextual inform ation and assumed knowledge of background and situation.

110



s u b q u e s t i o n s  (sec tio n  6). A fte r  a  d iscu ssio n  o f  th e se  p a ra m e te r s  a n d  re la te d  

subjects, a  d e fin itio n  is g iven  o f  th e  n o tio n  o f  d i s c o u r s e  t o p i c  (se c tio n  7). 

T his n o tio n  is d efined  in  te rm s o f  (sets of) m a in , h ig h e r  o r d e r  q u e s tio n s  

belong ing  to  th e  c a te g o ry  o f  to p ic -c o n s titu tin g  q u e s tio n s . I n  te rm s  o f  th e  

n o tio n  o f  d isco u rse  to p ic  a  d is tin c tio n  is m a d e  b e tw e e n  b o u n d  d i s c o u r s e  o n  

the o n e  h a n d  a n d  f r e e  ( u n b o u n d ,  s p o n t a n e o u s )  d i s c o u r s e  o n  th e  o th e r  

h a n d  (sec tio n  8). W e  w ill a rg u e  th a t  on ly  th e  d e v e lo p m e n t o f  a  d isc o u rse  

belong ing  to  th e  fo rm e r  ca teg o ry  is b o u n d  p ro g ra m m a tic a lly  b y  th e  s e t  o f  

to p ic -c o n s titu tin g  q u e s tio n s  defin ing  its  d isco u rse  to p ic . G iv e n  th e n  the 

d is tin c tio n  b e tw een  d isco u rse  top ics, to p ic s  a n d  s u b to p ic s  i t  is c la im ed  th a t  

the to p ic  h ie ra rc h y  in  d isco u rse  c o rre sp o n d s  w ith  th e  h ie ra rc h y  o f  s tru c tu ra l  

un its  in to  w h ich  a  d isco u rse  c a n  be seg m en ted  (sec tio n  9). F in a lly  (se c tio n  10 ) 

we d iscuss th e  w ay  in  w h ich  to p ic  sh ifts  rea lized  a t  s t ru c tu r a l  d iffe re n t levels 

are a c c o u n te d  fo r  in  th e  fra m e w o rk  o u tlin ed .

2 . T h e  n o t i o n s  o f  t o p i c  a n d  c o m m e n t

2.1 Formal characterization

A s is o ften  n o tic e d , to p ic -c o m m en t re se a rch  is c h a ra c te r iz e d  b y  th e  a b se n c e  

o f  u n ifo rm ity  in  te rm in o lo g y . B eside the  fac t th a t  in  th e  l i te r a tu re  d iffe re n t 

term s a re  u se d  to  re fe r  to  th e  sam e to p ic  n o tio n , f o r  e x a m p le  th e  te rm s t o p i c ,  

t h e m e  a n d  p s y c h o l o g i c a l  s u b j e c t ,  th e  absence  o f  u n ifo rm ity  in  te rm in o lo g y  

also fo llow s fro m  n o tio n a l  d ifferences in  te rm  d e s ig n a tio n . M a n y  tim es te rm s  

like to p ic  a n d  th em e  are  u sed  to  re fe r to  n o tio n s  th a t  d iffe r c a te g o ric a lly  

from  th e  n o t io n  o f  sen ten ce  o r  d isco u rse  ‘ a b o u tn e s s ’. C h a fe , fo r  ex am p le , 

reserves th e  te rm  to p ic  fo r  ‘ th e  fram e w ith in  w h ich  th e  se n te n c e  h o ld s  ’ ( 19 76 : 

51). T h e  to p ic  ‘ sets a  sp a tia l, te m p o ra l o r  in d iv id u a l f ra m e w o rk  w ith in  w h ic h  

the m a in  p re d ic a tio n  h o ld s5 (19 76 : 50 ). C h a fe  a p p lie s  th e  te rm  to p ic  

p rim arily  to  specific s tru c tu ra l p h e n o m e n a  in  so -c a lle d  to p ic -p ro m in e n t  

languages. C e r ta in  te m p o ra l ad v erb s , w h ich  o c c u r  in  E n g lis h  in  sen ten ce - 

in itia l p o s itio n , a re  a lso  co n sid ered  to  be e q u iv a le n t m a n ife s ta t io n s  to  w h ic h  

this te rm  app lies. T h u s , in  th e  E ng lish  sen tence  Tuesday I  went to the dentist, 

the ad v erb  Tuesday is ‘ topic* (19 76 : 51). T h e  g ra m m a tic a l  su b je c t / ,  o n  the 

o th er h a n d , is id en tified  w ith  w h a t th e  sen tence  is a b o u t ;  " th e  su b je c t is w h a t  

we are  ta lk in g  a b o u t5 (19 76 : 43). S im ilar uses o f  e ith e r  th e  te rm  to p ic  o r  th e  

term  th em e  a re  fo u n d  in  D ik  (1978 ) a n d  Li &  T h o m p s o n  ( 19 8 1). I n  th is 

p ap er, h o w ev er, th e  te rm  to p ic  will b e  u sed  in  its  m o s t u s u a l  sense , n a m e ly  

to  re fe r to  a  to p ic  n o tio n  w hich  co n cern s  th e  ‘ a b o u tn e s s ’ o f  (se ts  of) 

u tte ran ces .

T h e  in te n d e d  to p ic  n o tio n  is fo rm ally  c h a ra c te r iz e d  in  th e  fo llo w in g  w a y .5

D I S C O U R S E  S T R U C T U R E ,  T O P I C A L I T Y  A N D  Q U E S T I O N I N G

[5] In this article the term f o r m a l  c h a r a c t e r i z a t i o n  (or f o r m a l  d e f i n i t i o n )  is not used in 
its mathematical or logical sense, it rather indicates the essential, though not p e r se 

operational, characteristics of (the definiendum or) that which is characterized.
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T h e  n o t io n  p r e s u p p o s e s  th a t  a  d is c o u r s e  u n it  U  -  a se n te n c e  or  a  larger part 

o f  a  d isc o u r se  -  h a s  th e  p r o p e r ty  o f  b e in g , in  s o m e  se n se , d irected  a t a 

se le c te d  se t  o f  d is c o u r s e  e n t it ie s  (a  se t  o f  p e r so n s , o b je c ts , p la ces , tim es, 

r e a so n s , c o n s e q u e n c e s , a c t io n s ,  e v e n ts  or so m e  o th e r  se t) , a n d  n o t  d iffu sely  

a t  a ll d isc o u r se  e n t it ie s  th a t  a r e  in tr o d u c e d  o r  im p lie d  b y  U . T h is  se lec ted  set 

o f  e n tit ie s  in  fo c u s  o f  a t t e n t io n  is  w h a t  U  is a b o u t  a n d  is  c a lle d  th e  to p ic  o f  

U . I n  th e  fr a m e w o r k  o f  th is  fo r m a l ch a r a c te r iz a tio n  th e  co m p lem en ta ry  

n o t io n  o f  c o m m e n t  is  c h a r a c te r iz e d  a s th a t w h ich  is n e w ly  a sserted  o f  the  

to p ic  o f  U .

T h e  n o t io n s  o f  to p ic  a n d  c o m m e n t  are th u s  r e la ted  to  sen ten ces  

(u tte r a n c e s )  a n d  la r g e r  d is c o u r s e  u n its . In  the a n a ly s is  w h ic h  w e  w ill p resen t, 

th is  w ill  re su lt in  a n  e x p lic it  fo r m u la t io n  o f  b o th  se n te n c e  to p ics  and  

d isc o u r se  to p ic s . T h is  w i l l  e n a b le  u s  to  go  b e y o n d  w h a t  is  fa ir ly  c o m m o n  in  

to p ic -c o m m e n t  r e s e a r c h , n a m e ly  th e  a n a ly s is  o f  se n te n c e  to p ic s  a lon e.

2.2 Operational characterization

T h e  g iv e n  fo r m a l c h a r a c te r iz a t io n  o f  to p ic  a n d  c o m m e n t  is  in su ffic ien t  

in s o fa r  a s  the id e n t if ic a t io n  o f  to p ic s  is  co n cern ed . W e  n e e d  a se lec tio n  

c r ite r io n  o n  th e  b a s is  o f  w h ic h  t o p ic  en titie s  ca n  b e  a d e q u a te ly  d istin g u ish ed  

fr o m  o th e r  d is c o u r s e  e n t it ie s .  T o  a c h iev e  th is  g o a l, w e  w ill p resen t an  

o p e r a t io n a l c h a r a c te r iz a t io n  o f  to p ic s .

In  to p ic -c o m m e n t  r e s e a r c h  se v e r a l o p e r a tio n a l c h a r a c te r iz a tio n s  h a v e  

b e e n  p r o p o s e d  to  id e n t ify  s e n te n c e  to p ic s .6 B e s id e s  c o n te x t- in d e p e n d e n t  

c h a r a c te r iz a t io n s  in  te r m s  o f  m e r e ly  a  s p e c i f i c  s y n t a c t i c  c a t e g o r y  (C h a fe  

1976 )7 o r  in  te r m s o f  w o r d  o r d e r ,  w ith  or  w ith o u t  th e  req u irem en t o f  a 

sp e c if ic  c a te g o r y  ( fo r  e x a m p le , C h o m sk y  1965 , H a ll id a y  1967, V a lld u v i 

1992),8 c o n te x t  d e p e n d e n t  c h a r a c te r iz a t io n s  h a v e  a ls o  b e e n  p r o p o se d , n a m e ly  

c h a r a c te r iz a t io n s  in  te r m s  o f  i n f o r m a t i o n a l  s t a t u s  ( fo r  e x a m p le , H o r n b y  

1970 , S g a ll  et a 1. 19 73 , B o l in g e r  1977)9 a n d  c h a r a c te r iz a tio n s  in  term s o f

[6] Top ic-com m en t  r esea r ch  a lso  p r ovid e s  severa l iden tificat ion  tests fo r  top ic-h ood  which  are 

n o t  d iscussed  h ere, fo r  exam p le , th e f r o n t i n g  t e s t  (e.g. La k o ff 1971, Ku n o  1972), the 

1 a b o u t  1 -c o n t e x t  t e s t  (R e in h a r t  198 1), th e q u e s t io n  t e s t  (e.g. Sga ll et  al, 1973) and  the 

‘ a b o u t  ’- q u e s t i o n  t e s t  (Gu n d e l 1977).

[7] As  wa s  sa id  in  sect ion  2 .1, Ch a fe  (1976 ) iden tifies th at  wh ich  a  sen tence is abou t  with  the 

gr am m a t ica l su b ject  o f  t h e  sen ten ce.

[8] In  H a llid a y (1967) th e t o p ic  (‘ t h em e ’) o f a  sen tence is iden tified  with  the elemen t in  

sen ten ce-in it ia l p o s it ion , w it h o u t  a n y rest r ict ion  with  respect  to the syn tact ic ca tegory to 

wh ich  th is elem en t  b e lon gs  o r  w h a t  is  d en oted  by an  elem en t belon gin g to this ca tegory. 

Ch om sky (1965) id en t ifies  a  sen ten ce  t op ic with  th e leftm ost  N P  imm ed ia tely dom in ated  

b y S in  th e su r face s t r u ctu r e . Va lld u vi (1990 ), on  the oth er  h and , ch aracter izes a  sen tence 

top ic (‘lin k ’) as a  sen ten ce-in it ia l e lem en t  fu n ct ion in g as an  address poin ter .

[9] Acco r d in g  to op e r a t ion a l ch a r a ct e r iza t ion s  o f top ics in  term s o f in form at ion a l status, th e 

t op ic o f  a  sen ten ce is id en t ified  w ith  th e g i v e n  / o l d  or  c o n t e x t u a l l y  b o u n d  i n f o r m a t i o n  

in  th e sen tence. See fo r  exam p le , P r in ce  (198 1) and  Yu le  (1980) fo r  an  overview o f the 

d ifferen t  views on  th e given -n ew  d is t in ct ion .
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q u e s t i o n s  (fo r  ex am p le , V en n em an n  1975 , B artsch  1976 , K le in  &  V o n  

S tu tte rh e im  1987).10,11,12 T h e  o p e ra tio n a l c h a ra c te r iz a tio n  w e w ill p ro p o s e  

can  be p la c e d  in  th e  la t te r  ca tego ry . T h is c h a ra c te r iz a tio n  a s su m e s  the  

existence o f  a  d ire c t re la tio n sh ip  be tw een  th e  n o tio n s  o f  to p ic  a n d  c o m m e n t, 

on  th e  o n e  h a n d , a n d  o f  b o th  explicit a n d  im plic it q u e s tio n in g  in  d isc o u rse , 

on  th e  o th e r  h a n d . T h e  b as ic  a ssu m p tio n  is fo rm u la te d  in  te rm s  o f  the 

fo llow ing  h y p o th e s is .

Basic assumption

E very  c o n te x tu a lly  in d u c e d  exp lic it o r  im plic it ( su b )q u e s tio n  Q p t h a t  is 

an sw ered  in  d isco u rse  co n s titu te s  a  (su b )to p ic  T p. T p is th a t  w h ic h  is b e in g  

q u e s tio n e d ; a  se t o f  s in g u la r  o r  p lu ra l (possib ly  n o n -e x is te n t) 13 d isc o u rse  

en tities (o r  a  se t o f  o rd e re d  « -tup les  o f  su ch  en tities in  th e  c a se  o f  a  « -fo ld  

q u estio n ) f ro m  w h ich  one  is selected as an  an sw er to Q p. C o m m e n t  C p is 

p ro v id e d  b y  th is  an sw er a n d  n am es o r  specifies th e  e n tity  a s k e d  fo r .

T he a s su m p tio n  p ro v id e s  a  se lec tion  c rite rio n  fo r  to p ic  e n t i t i e s : o f  a l l  th e  

d iscourse  en titie s  th a t  a re  in tro d u c e d  o r im p lied  by  a  d isc o u rse  u n i t  U  o n ly  

those su b se ts  o f  d isco u rse  en tities  w h ich  a re  m ad e  th e  su b je c t o f  e x p lic it o r  

im plicit q u e s tio n in g  h av e  to p ic  fu n c tio n . In  sec tion  6 w e w ill sh o w  th a t  

questions a n d  th e  to p ic s  c o n s titu te d  by  th em  are n o t  on ly  se ria lly  o rd e re d  b u t 

are  in  m o s t cases h ie ra rch ica lly  o rgan ized .

E x am p le  (1) m a k e s  c lea r w h a t is m e a n t by th e  basic  a s s u m p tio n .

(1) A : L a te  y es te rd ay  even ing  I g o t a lo t  o f  te le p h o n e  ca lls .

Q x B : W h o  ca lled  y o u  u p ?

A : J o h n , P e te r  a n d  H a r ry  ca lled  m e up .

In  th is d ia lo g u e , a to p ic  is in tro d u c e d  as th e  resu lt o f  the  c o n te x tu a l  in d u c tio n  

o f  th e  exp lic it q u e s tio n  Q r  T he  to p ic  c o n s titu te d  by  th a t  q u e s t io n  is th a t

D I S C O U R S E  S T R U C T U R E ,  T O P I C A L I T Y  A N D  Q U E S T I O N I N G

[10] Opera t ion a l ch aracter iza t ion s in  terms o f questions iden tify the top ic wh ich  is r ela ted  to a  

quest ion -an swer in g sen tence with  a var iety o f things. In  for  exam ple, Ba r t sch  (1976 ) and 

Venn em ann  (1975) the top ic is identified with  (one of) the p resupposit ion (s) d efin ed  by the 

question . Kle in  & Von  Stu tterheim  (1987) on  the other  hand  take as the t op ic w h a t  they 

call the ‘a lt er n a t ive’, th at  is ‘the choice between  two or m ore p ossib ilit ies5 as an  an swer  to 

the question  posed .

[n ]  In  Van  Ku pp evelt  (1991) it  is shown  th a t  the operat ion al ch a racter iza t ion s b e lon gin g to 

the first  th ree types are especially un sat isfactory, because o f am bigu it ies, in con sisten cies, 

coun ter -in tu it ive p red ict ion s an d / or  lack o f evidence. Th e opera t ion a l ch a r a cte r iza t ion s  in  

terms o f quest ion s, on  the other  hand, were felt  un sat isfactory m ain ly becau se th ey d on ’t  

accoun t  fo r  the dyn am ic process o f top ic con stitu tion  and topic t en n in a t ion  wh ich , as we 

will exp lain , n ecessar ily in volves the phenom enon  o f subquestion ing, A  sh o r t  su rvey o f  the 

d ifferen t types o f opera t ion al character ization s, in cluding som e o f  th eir  specific 

con sequences, is p resen ted  in  Van  Kuppevelt  (1993).

[12] Th e given  set o f opera t ion a l character izat ion s o f the n otion  o f sen ten ce top ic is n o t  an  

exhaust ive one. Steedm an  (1991), for  in stance, provides a  (p rovision al) ch a r a ct e r iza t ion  o f 

a sen tence top ic (‘ th em e’) in  terms o f the speaker’s assumptions a b ou t  th e su b ject  o f 

m utual in terest.

[13] Fo r  in stan ce, the n on -existen ce o f p lu ral discourse entities fun ction in g as a  top ic en t ity is 

expressed  by an swers such  as nobody or  nothing. Th ey m ay be represen ted  b y an  em p ty set.
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w h ic h  is  q u e s t io n e d , n a m e ly  w h o  c a lle d  u p  sp ea k er  A , o r , m o r e  p rec ise ly , the 

s e t  o f  p e r so n s  th a t  m a y  h a v e  r u n g  sp eak er  A  a t  th e  g iv e n  t im e .14 T h e  

c o m m e n t  to  th is  to p ic  is  p r o v id e d  by an sw er  A v  I t  rep la ces th e  wh- 

c o n s t itu e n t  in  th e  q u e s t io n  a n d  sp ec ifie s  the p e r so n  a sk e d  fo r , th ereb y  

se le c t in g  a  v a lu e  fr o m  th e  q u e s t io n e d  set o f  d isc o u r se  e n tit ie s .

I f  a n  a n sw er  is  s a t is fa c to r y  to  th e  listen er (q u e s t io n e r ) , th e  req u ested  

d is c o u r s e  e n tity  h a s  b e e n  s u f f ic ie n t ly  sp ec ified  fo r  h im . C o n s id e r  ex a m p le  (2)*

(2) A :  T h is  w e e k e n d  J im  s o ld  h is o ld  car .

Q j B: T o  w h o m ?

A j  A :  H e  so ld  it t o  s o m e o n e  liv in g  in  h is  o w n  a p a r tm e n t b u ild in g .

Q 2 B : W h o  w a s  it?

A 2 A : T h e  n e w  t e n a n t  f r o m  H o lla n d .

T h e  a n sw e r  to  q u e s t io n  Q x p r o v id e s  a  sp ec if ica tio n  o f  th e  p e r so n  a sk ed  for  

in  th e  q u e s t io n . T h is  a n sw er  a p p e a r s  to  be u n sa t is fa c to r y  for  q u e s t io n e r  B , 

g iv e n  h is  n e x t q u e s t io n  Q a. T h e  u n sa tis fa c to r in e ss  o f  th e  a n sw er  in d ic a te s  

th a t  th e  p e r so n  to  w h o m  J im  s o ld  h is  o ld  car is  n o t  y e t  su ffic ien tly  sp ec ified  

fo r  q u e s t io n e r  w h o  se e m s  t o  w a n t  a  d esc r ip tio n  w h ic h  p r o v id e s  a u n iq u e  

id e n t if ic a t io n  o f  th is  p e r so n .

A c c o r d in g  to  th e  b a s ic  a s s u m p t io n ,  the to p ic  o f  a  se n te n c e  is d e term in ed  

b y  th e  q u e s t io n  i t  a n sw e r s . T h is  im p o se s  a to p ic -c o m m e n t  m o d u la t io n  to  

e v e r y  n o n -e l l ip t ic a l  q u e s t io n -a n s w e r in g  sen ten ce  w h ic h  d e p e n d s  o n  th e  

q u e s t io n  i t  a n sw e r s . T h e  t o p ic  p a r t  (T P ) rela tes to  th e  q u e s t io n , w h e r e a s  th e  

c o m m e n t  p a r t (C P )  c o n ta in s  th e  p r o p e r  an sw er. C o n s id e r  (3).

(3 )  (a )  (W h o  h i t  B ill? )

T P

w

[T h e  o n e  w h o  h i t  B ill] is  CP[H arry] (p se u d o -c le f t  a n sw e r )

It is  CP[H a rry ] TP[w h o  h it  B ill]. (c le ft  a n sw e r )

C P [H a rr y ] TP[h it B ill]  (n o n -c le f t  fu ll a n sw e r )

cp[H a rr y ] (e llip tic a l a n sw e r )

(b )  (W h o  d id  H a r r y  h it? )

T P

7»

[T h e  o n e  w h o  H a r r y  h it]  is  CP[B ill] (p se u d o -c le f t  a n sw e r )

I t  is  CP[B ill]  TP[w h o  H a r r y  h it]. (c le ft  a n sw e r )

T P [H a r r y  h it] CP[B i] l]  (n o n -c le f t  fu ll a n sw e r )

C P
[B ill] (e llip tica l a n sw e r )

[14] Th e  t o p ic  set  d efin ed  b y a  qu est ion , ca n  b e  taken  as th at  wh ich  can  be filled  in  in  the * op en  

p r o p o s it io n ’ (P r in ce  1986) in t r o d u ced  b y th e question .
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W ith  ex cep tio n  o f  th e  e llip tica l answ ers all an sw ers  sh o w  a  to p ic -c o m m e n t 

m o d u la tio n  w h ich  c o rre sp o n d s  to  th e  q u es tio n  th a t  is a n sw e red . A s f o r  th e  

(p seudo -)c le ft an sw ers  th is  m o d u la tio n  is b o th  sy n tac tic a lly  a n d  in to -  

n a tio n a lly  m a rk e d  (as te risk s  in d ic a te  sen tence  accen ts). T h e  a c c e n te d  h e a d  o f  

the  c lefted  p a r t  is c o m m e n t, w hereas th e  co m p le m e n t o f  th e  c le fted  p a r t  re fe rs  

to  th e  q u e s tio n  an sw ered . T h e  n o n -c le ft fu ll an sw ers , o n  th e  o th e r  h a n d , o n ly  

in to n a tio n a lly  m a rk  th e  to p ic -co m m en t p a r ti t io n . I n  g en era l, c o m m e n t 

c o n s titu e n ts  a re  ta k e n  as th e  accen tab le  in p u t o f  a c c e n t ru le s .15

O u r c o n te x t-d e p e n d e n t a n d  q u es tio n -b ased  to p ic  n o t io n  is  a lso  a  d y n a m ic  

o n e .16 A c c o rd in g  to  th e  b as ic  a ssu m p tio n , to p ic  c o n s t i tu t io n  is d e te rm in e d  by  

the  c o n te x tu a l in d u c tio n  o f  exp lic it o r  im p lic it q u e s tio n s . T h e re fo re , every  

explicit o r  im p lic it q u e s tio n  th a t  is an sw ered  in  d isc o u rse  in tro d u c e s  a  new  

topic. H o w ev e r, th e  b as ic  a ssu m p tio n  does n o t sp e a k  a b o u t  th e  d y n a m ic s  o f  

t o p i c  t e r m i n a t i o n .  O b viously , i t  is n o t  a lw ays th e  case  th a t  a  to p ic  

in tro d u c e d  a t  so m e  tim e  in  th e  d ev e lo p m en t o f  th e  d isc o u rse  w ill su rv iv e  till 

the  e n d ; n o r  d o es  th e  in tro d u c tio n  o f  a  new  to p ic  a u to m a tic a lly  im p ly  th e  

d isa p p e a ra n c e  o f  a n  o ld  one. In  o rd e r  to  a c c o u n t f o r  th ese  a n d  o th e r  

p h e n o m e n a  o f  to p ic  te rm in a tio n , w e w ill in tro d u c e  a  d y n a m ic  p r in c ip le  

(section  6 .5 .2) w h ic h  says th a t  a  (su b )to p ic  is c lo sed  o ff  w h e n  th e  

(su b )q u es tio n  b y  w h ich  it w as c o n s titu te d  has b een  a n sw e re d  sa tis fa c to r ily . 

W e will see th a t  th e  n o tio n  o f  to p ic  th u s  defined, i.e. as  a  c o n te x t-d e p e n d e n t, 

q u e s tio n -b a se d  a n d  a lso  a  d y n am ic  n o tio n , im plies a  u n i f o r m  c o n c e p t i o n  o f  

sen tence  to p ic s  a n d  to p ic s  o f  la rg e r d iscourse  u n its . B o th  ty p es  o f  to p ic s  a re  

defined  in  te rm s  o f  q u e s tio n s .17

T he b a s ic  a s s u m p tio n  inc lu d es o n e  o f  the  c e n tra l id ea s  b e h in d  o u r  to p ic  

n o tio n , n am e ly  th a t  th e  to p ic -c o n s titu tin g  q u es tio n s  a n sw ered  b y  a  sp e a k e r  

a re  u su a lly  n o t  exp lic itly  fo rm u la te d  b u t  rem a in  im p lic it, p a r t ic u la r ly  in  

m o n o lo g u es . S tro n g  p lau s ib ility  fo r  th is  idea  c a n  b e  fo u n d  in  th e  f a c t  th a t  

th e re  is n o  d ifference in  accep tab ility  a n d  co h eren ce  b e tw ee n  te x ts  w i th  o n ly

D I S C O U R S E  S T R U C T U R E ,  T O P I C A L I T Y  A N D  Q U E S T I O N I N G

[15] Elsewhere I p resen t  an  accoun t  o f the accen t  pattern s o f quest ion -an swer  p a ir s  (Van  

Kupp evelt  1991), takin g Gussen hoven ’s accen t rule SAAR  (Gussen hoven  1984 an d  oth er  

pub lica t ion s) as a  star t in g poin t.

[16] See Van  Ku p p evelt  (1991) for  a d iscourse represen tation al a ccou n t  o f  th is top ic n o t ion  in  

terms o f Seu ren ’s th eory o f d iscourse semantics (Seuren  1985).

[17] In  top ic-comm en t  research , differences exist  with  regard  to b o th  the e x p l i c i t n e s s  an d  

c o n c e p t u a l  u n i f o r m i t y  o f the d istin ction  between  sen tence top ics and  top ics o f  la rger  

d iscourse un its. Som e au thors (for  example, Scha a n d P o la n yi 1988) assum e on ly on e  top ic 

n otion  wh ich , with ou t  exp licit ly stat ing it, covers both  the n ot ion  o f sen tence t op ics  an d  

d iscou rse topics. Oth er  au thors exp licit ly assume two n ot ion s wh ich  are defin ed  in  such  a 

way th a t  they are con cep tu a lly un related . In  Van  Dijk  (1977), fo r  in stance, a  sen ten ce top ic 

is iden tified  with  an  in d ividua l en tity (or  a set o f en tities o r  an  ordered  « -tup le o f  en tit ies) 

abou t  wh ich  n ew in form at ion  is p rovided  in  the sen tence. A  d iscou rse top ic, on  th e oth er  

hand , is defined in  term s o f the en tailments o f the set o f p roposit ion s exp ressed  by the 

d iscourse.
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im p lic it q u e s tio n s  a n d  th o s e  w i th  o n ly  exp lic it q u e s tio n s , th o u g h  th e  la tte r  

so o n  r isk  b e c o m in g  te d io u s . T a k e  fo r  in s ta n c e  th e  m o n o lo g u e  in  (4a). I n  (4b) 

th e  im p lic it q u e s tio n s  th e  s p e a k e r  m ig h t  h av e  a n sw ered  d u r in g  th e  p ro d u c tio n  

o f  th is  m o n o lo g u e  a re  m a d e  p a r t  o f  th e  a c tu a l te x t in  th e  a p p ro p r ia te  

p o s itio n s  (an g led  b ra c k e ts  in d ic a te  th e  im p lic it c h a ra c te r  o f  a  q u es tio n ).

T o d a y  th e  w o rk e rs  o f  th e  P h ilip s  c o m p u te r  d iv is io n  w e n t o n  

s tr ik e . T h e y  a re  v e ry  w o r r ie d  a b o u t th e  m a n a g e rs5 n ew  eco n o m y  

p la n s . A c c o rd in g  to  th e se  p la n s , th e  m a n a g e rs  w o u ld  co n s id e r 

m o v in g  th e  p r o d u c t io n  se c tio n  a b ro a d . T h is  w o u ld  im ply  th a t  

300  o f  a ll  th o se  e m p lo y e d  i n  th is  d iv is io n  w o u ld  b e  d ism issed . T h e  

im m in e n t d ism issa l w o u ld  c o n c e rn  th e  lo w es t-p a id .

A : T o d a y  th e  w o rk e r s  o f  th e  P h ilip s  c o m p u te r  d iv is io n  w e n t

o n  s trik e .

<Qi> < W h y ?>

A j T h e y  a re  v e ry  w o r r ie d  a b o u t th e  m a n a g e rs ’ n ew  eco n o m y  

p la n s .

<Q2> < W h y ?>

A 2 A c c o rd in g  to  th e se  p la n s , th e  m a n a g e rs  w o u ld  c o n s id e r  

m o v in g  th e  p r o d u c t io n  sec tio n  a b ro a d .

<^Q3)  < W h y  a re  t h e  w o rk e r s  so w o rr ie d  a b o u t  th is ? )

A 3 T h is  w o u ld  im p ly  t h a t  300 o f  a ll th o se  em p lo y ed  in  th is  

d iv is io n  w o u ld  b e  d ism issed .

<Q*> < W h y  a re  th e  w o rk e rs  so w o rrie d  a b o u t  th is ? )

A 4 T h e  im m in e n t  d ism issa l w o u ld  c o n c e rn  th e  lo w e s t-p a id .

T h e  set o f  im p lic it q u e s tio n s  c o n t r ib u te s  to  a n  in te rp re ta t io n  o f  th e  tex t w h ic h  

d o es  n o t  d iffer in  a c c e p ta b i l i ty  a n d  c o h e re n c e  f ro m  a n  in te rp re ta t io n  w h ic h  

w o u ld  h a v e  b e e n  o b ta in e d  i f  th e s e  q u e s tio n s  h a d  b e en  exp lic itly  u t te re d  

d u rin g  th e  p r o d u c t io n  o f  th e  te x t .

T h e  to p ic  n o t io n  p re s u p p o s e s  a  d ir e c t  re la tio n sh ip  b e tw e e n  p h e n o m e n a  

th a t  o c c u r  w ith  e x p lic i t  q u e s t io n -a n s w e r  p a irs  o n  th e  o n e  h a n d  a n d  the  s a m e  

p h e n o m e n a  re la te d  to  s e n te n c e s  w h ic h  an sw er a n  im p lic it  q u e s tio n  o n  th e  

o th e r  h a n d . T h is  im p lie s  t h a t  c e r ta in  fo rm a l c h a ra c te r is tic s , in  p a r t ic u la r  

a c c e n t d is t r ib u t io n  a n d  s y n ta c t ic  fo rm  (m a in ly  c le ft a n d  p se u d o -c le f t  

s tru c tu re s  a n d  c o n te x t - d e p e n d e n t  p re fe re n c e s  in  w o rd  o rd e r ) ,18 a lso  h o ld  fo r  

sen ten ces  th a t  a n s w e r  a n  im p lic i t  q u e s t io n . A s such , th ese  c h a ra c te r is tic s  p la y  

a n  essen tia l ro le  in  im p lic i t  q u e s t io n  re c o n s tru c tio n . I t  c a n  be d e m o n s tra te d  

th a t  a te x t, w ith  i ts  a c c e n t  p a t t e r n s  a n d  sy n tac tic  s tru c tu re s , rem a in s  e q u a lly

(4) (a )

(b)

[18] In  th e t r ad it ion  o f  t h e  P r a gu e  S ch o o l wo r d  order  is observed  as an  im por tan t  (language- 

specific) m ean s o f exp r ession  o f  t h e  top ic-com m en t  m odu la t ion  o f a  sen tence.
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accep tab le  a n d  c o h e re n t w h en  th e  im p lic it q u es tio n s  re c o n s tru c te d  o n  the  

basis o f  th ese  fo rm a l ch a rac te ris tic s  a re  m ad e  p a r t  o f  th e  a c tu a l  te x t .1&

A s fo r  a d d re sse e -o rie n te d  d iscou rse  an  im p lic it q u e s tio n  is d e fin ed  in  th e  

fo llow ing  w ay . A n  im p lic it q u es tio n  is a  q u e s tio n  w h ic h  th e  s p e a k e r  

an tic ip a tes  w ill a rise  in  th e  lis ten e r’s m in d  o n  in te rp re t in g  p re c e d in g  

u tte ran ces  (o r  som e n o n -lin g u is tic  events o c c u rr in g  in  th e  d isc o u rse ) . T h e  

speaker a ssu m es  th e  lis ten e r needs a n  an sw er to  th is  q u e s tio n  fo r a  fu lly  

in teg ra ted  c o m p re h e n s io n  a n d  in te rp re ta tio n  o f  th e  o n g o in g  d isc o u rse . T h e  

speaker m a k e s  h is a s su m p tio n s  o n  th e  basis o f  w h a t he k n o w s  o r  ex p ec ts  w ith  

respect to  th e  lis te n e r’s k n o w led g e  o f  b a c k g ro u n d  a n d  s i tu a t io n  a n d ,  o f  

course, a lso  w ith  re sp e c t to  th e  lis ten e r’s like ly  p a t te rn s  o f  re a c tio n . 

A cco rd in g  to  th is  c h a ra c te r iz a tio n  im p lic it q u e s tio n in g  n e ce ssa rily  im p lies  a  

m o d e l  o f  t h e  a d d r e s s e e .  In  th is  p a p e r, h o w ev er, w e w ill la rg e ly  leav e  

u n d iscu ssed  th e  w a y  in  w h ich  these  q u estio n s a r ise  as th e  re su lt  o f  the 

in te ra c tio n  o f  g iv en  c o n te x tu a l in fo rm a tio n  a n d  a  g iven m o d e l o f  the  

addressee.

3 . R e s e a r c h - p r o g r a m m a t i c  r e s t r i c t i o n s

T he re se a rc h  p ro g ra m  re la te d  to  o u r  analysis o f  d isc o u rse  s t ru c tu re  is 

restric ted  to  th e  fo llo w in g  tw o  m a in  p o in ts : the  a c c o u n t o f  th e  (h ie ra rc h ic a l)  

s tru c tu re  o f  e x p o s i t o r y  d i s c o u r s e  c o n s i s t i n g  o f  b o t h  m o n o l o g u e s  a n d  

d i a l o g u e s  a n d  th e  a c c o u n t o f  th is  s tru c tu re  as f a r  as it is th e  re su lt  o f  w h -

QUESTIONS A N D  Q U E ST IO N S T H A T  A RE D ER IV ED  F R O M  T H E M .

F o r  e x p o s ito ry  d isco u rse  w e hyp o th esize  th a t th e  p ro d u c tio n  is e ssen tia lly  

the  re su lt o f  th e  c o n te x tu a l in d u c tio n  o f  explicit o r  im p lic it  to p ic -fo rm in g  

questions. E v ery  q u e s tio n -a n sw e rin g  sen tence o c c u rr in g  in  su c h  a  d isc o u rse  

is an  a s se r tio n  a b o u t  a  to p ic  w hich , by  defin ition , is o p e ra t io n a lly  id en tified  

w ith  th a t  w h ich  is q u es tio n ed . T h o u g h  i t  is n o t  a p a r t  o f  th e  re se a rc h  

p ro g ra m , w e a ssu m e  th a t  th e  h y p o th esis  can  be e x te n d e d  to  o th e r  d isc o u rse  

types.

A s fo r  th e  in te rp re ta t io n  o f  ex p o s ito ry  d isco u rse , w e a s su m e  t h a t  its  

ach ievem en t is e ssen tia lly  a p ro cess o f  to p ic -a ss ig n m en t. T o p ic -a s s ig n m e n t 

im plies th a t  th e  h e a re r  assigns to p ics  to  th e  sen tences in  d isc o u rse  by  ta k in g  

them  to  b e  an sw ers  to  exp lic it o r  im p lic it to p ic -fo rm in g  q u e s tio n s  th e  s p e a k e r

D I S C O U R S E  S T R U C T U R E ,  T O P I C A L I T Y  A N D  Q U E S T I O N I N G

[19] Th is im plies th a t  the assignm en t o f another  accen t p a t tern  to a sen ten ce in  a t ext  m ay 

cor respond  to a  ch an ge in  its coherence in  terms o f qu est ion -an swer  st ru ctu re. For  

in stance, i f  in  case o f an swer  A 2 in  (4b) a  con trast ive accen t  was assigned  to  these, m akin g 

it  an  app rop r ia te an swer  to another  im plicit  question  <Q2) , e.g. < What is the difference 

between these and the old plans ?>, this wou ld  in volve a  st ru ctu ra l ch an ge o f  the t ext . Th is 

change wou ld  con sist  in  the fact  that  the im plicit  quest ion  (Q 3)  wou ld  no lon ger  be 

subord in ated  to th e im p licit  question  <Q2) . As will be d iscussed  later , th is wou ld  m ean  that 

an swer  A 3 wou ld  no lon ger  con tr ibu te to a sa t isfactory an swer  to the im p licit  qu est ion

<Qa>.
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h a s  a n sw ered . I n  th is resp ec t, th ere fo re , d isco u rse  in te r p r e ta tio n  is seen  a s  the 

r e c o n str u c tio n  o f  th e  d isc o u r se  p r o d u c tio n  p ro cess .

A c c o r d in g  to  th e  se c o n d  re se a r ch -p ro g r a m m a tic  restr ic tio n  a  q u e st io n  can  

b e  d er iv ed  fr o m  a w ft-q u estion  d e fin in g  its to p ic . T h is  is th e  ca se  w h e n  a  wh- 

c o n s t itu e n t  in  th e  to p ic -d e fin in g  q u e st io n  is rep la ced  b y  a  v a lu e , e ith er  b y  a 

s in g le  d e fin ite  v a lu e  fu n c t io n in g  as a  c o m m e n t o r  b y  in d efin ite  v a lu es  o p en  

t o  c o n fir m a tio n  or c h o ic e . C o n s id e r  first th e tw o  co r resp o n d in g  y e s / n o  

q u e s t i o n s  (5a ) a n d  (5b). T h e  e x a m p le  is fro m  B ä u er le  ( 1979 ). "

(5) (a ) A r e  y o u  D r  L iv in g s to n e ?  (W h o  is D r  L iv in g sto n e ? )

*

(b ) A r e  y o u  D r  L iv in g s to n e ?  (W h o  are y o u ? )

(B äuerle  1979 )

T h e  a ss ig n e d  a cc en t p a ttern s  m a r k  th a t (5a) a n  (5b ) are d er iv ed  fro m  

d ifferen t w /z-q u estion s b e h in d  th e m . T h e  w /i-q u estio n  b e h in d  (5a) is Who is 

Dr Livingstone ?; th e  w A -q u estion  b e h in d  (5b) is  Who are you ? T h e  d e r iv a tio n  

o f  (5a) a n d  ( 5b) req u ires th a t  th e  w A -con stitu en ts in  th e  q u estio n s  b e h in d  

th em  are  rep la ced  b y  a c o r r e s p o n d in g  v a lu e  w h ic h  h a s to  be co n fir m e d  or 

d en ied  b y  th e  a d d ressee . J u s t  l ik e  co m m e n t c o n s t itu e n ts , a  w /z-rep lacing  

c o n stitu e n t is c a n d id a te  fo r  a c c e n t  a ss ig n m en t.

T h e to p ic s  d e fin ed  fo r  th e  y e s / n o  q u e stio n s  in  (5) are id e n tic a l to  th e to p ic s  

o f  the w A -q u estio n s fr o m  w h ic h  th e y  are d erived . S u b ject o f  q u e s t io n in g  is 

w h o  is  D r  L iv in g s to n e  a n d  w h o  is  th e  ad d ressee , resp ec tiv e ly . T h e  y e s /n o  

q u estio n s  d iffer  fro m  th e  c o r r e sp o n d in g  w A -questions in  the fa c t th a t  the  

q u e stio n er  h im s e lf  su g g e sts  a  v a lu e  to  be co m m en t.

In  a n  a n a lo g o u s  m a n n e r  th e  a l t e r n a t i v e  q u e s t i o n  (6) is d er ived  fr o m  th e  

to p ic -d e fin in g  vv/i-question  b e h in d  it. T h e  a ltern a tiv e  q u e s t io n  is  b u ilt u p  o f  

tw o  d is ju n cts  w h ic h  are d er iv ed  fr o m  the w /z-question  Who are you?

+  *

(6)  A r e  y o u  J o h n  o r  (are y o u )  B il l?  (W h o  are y o u ? )

A m o n g  o th e r  th in g s , th ese  d is ju n c ts  are o b ta in e d  b y  rep la c in g  th e  wh- 

c o n stitu e n ts  b y  an  a lte r n a tiv e  v a lu e  to  b e  c h o se n  a m o n g  b y  th e  a d d re sse e .

IW z-questions w h ic h  fo r m  a  p a r t ia l a n sw er  to  a m u l t i p l e  w h -q u e s t i o n  are  

a lso  a n a ly se d  in  th is w a y .

*  *

(7) W h o  in su lte d  C a sp a r ?  (W h o  in su lted  w h o m ? )

%

I f  in  (7) th e  c o n s t itu e n t  Caspar is  a s s ig n e d  a stro n g  a cc en t, th e  a ccen t p a t te r n  

o f  th e  q u e s t io n  in d ic a te s  th a t  it  is  d e r iv e d  fro m  th e  tw o - fo ld  w /z-question  Who 

insulted whom? T h e  d e r iv a t io n  im p lie s  th a t  o n e  o f  th e  w /i-c o n stitu e n ts  is  

rep la ced  b y  a  d e fin ite  v a lu e  w h ic h  p r o v id e s  a  p a rtia l a n sw er  or c o m m e n t  to
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the tw o -fo ld  q u e stio n . A s  a co n seq u en ce  th e tw o -fo ld  q u e s t io n  is  r e d u c e d  to  

a sim ple q u estio n . A s  in  th e  p reced in g  cases, the to p ic  o f  th is  q u e s t io n  is 

determ ined  b y  th e  w A -question  b eh in d  it,

4 . T h e  i n i t i a t i o n  o f  q u e s t i o n i n g  i n  d i s c o u r s e - f e e d e r s

E xplicit a n d  im p lic it  q u estio n s  th a t co n stitu te  a to p ic  d o  n o t  a r ise  w ith o u t  a  

cause. T h ey  are c o n te x tu a lly  in d u ced  by a lin gu istic  or n o n - lin g u is t ic  e v e n t , 

w hich  w e  w ill ca ll a f e e d e r . I f  it  is lin g u istic , a feeder F n is a  to p ic le s s  u n it  o f  

d iscourse, e .g . a s in g le  sen ten ce , or o n e  w h o se  to p ic  is n o  lo n g e r  p r o m i n e n t  

at the m o m e n t o f  q u e stio n in g . In  th is la tter  case w e sp e a k  o f  a  lin g u is t ic  

feeder in  a  tech n ica l sen se  (see sec tio n  10  fo r  a c la r ifica tio n  o f  th e  te c h n ic a l  

n o tio n ). E x a m p les  o f  lin g u istic  feeders are th e  o p en in g  se n te n c e s  o f  e x a m p le s  

(1), (2) an d  (4), a n d  th e  o p en in g  sen ten ce  o f  the fo llo w in g  e x a m p le .

(8) F j A :  Y e s te r d a y  ev en in g  a b o m b  ex p lo d ed  n ea r  th e  H o u s e s  o f

P a r lia m en t.

Q x B : W h o  c la im ed  th e a ttack ?

A x A :  A  w e ll-k n o w n  fore ign  pressure g ro u p  w h ic h  c h a n g e d  its

ta ctics  c la im ed  the a ttack .

A ssu m in g  th a t th is  d isco u rse  starts w ith  an ‘e m p ty ’ c o n te x t , th e  o p e n in g  

sentence F x fu n c tio n s  as a  feeder. It g ives rise to  th e c o n te x tu a l in d u c t io n  o f  

the ex p lic it q u e s t io n  Q r  G iv e n  this a ssu m p tio n , F x it s e lf  is to p ic le s s  b e c a u se  

it d o e sn ’t c o n s t itu te  an  an sw er to  a to p ic -fo rm in g  q u estio n .

A  n o n -lin g u is tic  feed er , o n  th e o th er h an d , is an  ev en t w h ic h  o ccu rs  o r  is 

th ou gh t a b o u t in  th e  sp eech  s itu a tio n  and  w h ich  is p erce iv ed  b y  a t  le a s t  o n e  

o f  the d isco u rse  p a rtic ip a n ts . F o r  in stan ce , an a u d itiv e ly  p e r c e iv e d  e v e n t  

occurring in  th e  s itu a tio n a l co n tex t in  w h ich  th e d isco u rse  is  u tte r e d . A n  

exam ple is  (9).

(9) F a “ B a n g ” .

Q , B : W h a t’s th at?

A j A : B ill is c o m in g  h o m e.

In (9) q u e stio n  Q x is  co n tex tu a lly  in d u ced  as th e  r e su lt  o f  a  su d d e n ly  

occurring n o is e  p erce iv ed  b y  b o th  sp eak ers A  and B , n a m e ly  th e  s la m  o f  th e  

front d o o r .

A c tu a lly  th e  o p e n in g  sen ten ce  o f  a  d iscou rse  d o es  n o t  a lw a y s  fu n c t io n  as  

a lin gu istic  feed er . A n  o p en in g  sen ten ce  b eh aves either as a  lin g u is t ic  fe e d e r  

(or an e lem en t o f  th e  se t o f  sen ten ces co n stitu tin g  a  lin g u is tic  fe e d e r ), o r  as 

an an sw er to  a n  im p lic it  q u estio n  in d u ced  as the resu lt o f  th e  n o n - lin g u is t ic  

con text. O n ly  in  th e  la tter  ca se  is a to p ic  defined  fo r  the o p e n in g  s e n te n c e .20
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[20] In so m e cases it is internationally m arked w hether a to p ic  is d efin ed  fo r  an  o p e n in g  

sentence, n a m ely  w h en  th e  assigned  accen t pattern expresses a to p ic -c o m m e n t m o d u la tio n .

119



J A N  V A N  K U P P E V E L T

I n  sp ite  o f  the fa c t  th a t n o n - lin g u is t ic  feeders freq u en tly  o ccu r  in  discourse*  

fro m  n o w  o n  w e  w ill o n ly  c o n s id e r  feed ers o f  th e  lin g u is t ic  type.

T h e in tr o d u c tio n  o f  a  (lin g u ist ic ) feed er  h a s  a sp ec ific  fu n c tio n , n a m ely  to 

in itia te  o r  re -in itia te  th e  p ro c ess  o f  q u e stio n in g  in  d isco u rse . A  feeder m u st 

b e  in tro d u c ed  w h en  th e  c o n te x t  is em p ty  or w h e n  n o  m o r e  q u estio n s  are 

in d u c e d  b y  th e  p reced in g  c o n te x t  a n d  the d isco u rse  p a rtic ip a n ts  w ish  to 

c o n tin u e  th e  c o n v e r sa tio n . C o n s id e r  th e d isco u rse  in  ( 10 ).

( 10 ) F j A :  M a r y  is o n  h o lid a y .

Q1 B : W h e n  d id  sh e  lea v e?

Aj_ A : Y este rd a y .

F 2 A :  T o m o r r o w , a fter  m a n y  years, G e o rg e  w ill a g a in  a p p ly  fo r  a

jo b .

Q z B : W h y ?

A 2 A : A  c o m p e tito r  o f  th e  c o m p a n y  h e  w o r k s  fo r  h a s in v ited  h im

to  a p p ly  fo r  th e  p o s it io n  o f  a ss is ta n t m a n a g e r .

In  th is d isc o u r se  th e  p r o c e ss  o f  q u e stio n in g  is in it ia te d  b y  feed er  F x and  

c o n tin u e d  or  in it ia ted  a g a in  b y  fe e d e r  F 2. In  se c tio n  7 w e  w ill see  th a t  the  

in tr o d u c tio n  o f  a n e w  fe e d e r  im p lie s  a  d isc o n tin u o u s  q u estio n -a n sw er  

stru ctu re  o f  d isc o u rse  a n d , a s  a  resu lt o f  th at, a  d isc o n tin u o u s  to p ic -c o m m e n t  

stru ctu re.

A  n ecessa ry  c o n d it io n  fo r  a  se n ten c e  (o r  a la rger  d isco u rse  u n it)  to  

fu n c tio n  as a  feed er  is th a t  i t  p r o v id e s  a  set o f  i n d e t e r m i n a c i e s  or w h a t m a y  

be c a lle d  q u e s t i o n  l o c a t i o n s  w h ic h  h a v e  n o  u n iq u e  e x te n s io n a l co u n terp a rt  

in  th e w o r ld  ta lk e d  a b o u t. B e c a u se  o f  th is th ey  m a y  g iv e  rise to  sp ec ific  

q u e s t io n s  th e  p u r p o se  o f  w h ic h  is  to  red u ce th is  u n d eterm in ed n ess . 

S ter e o ty p ic a l e x a m p le s  o f  te x tu a lly  p r o v id e d  q u e stio n  lo c a t io n s  are in d efin ite  

p r o n o m in a l term s su ch  as somebody, something o r  somewhere. H o w e v e r , 

q u e stio n  lo c a t io n s  o fte n  resu lt fr o m  b a c k g ro u n d  k n o w le d g e  a sso c ia te d  w ith  

th e  d isco u rse  u n it  fu n c t io n in g  as a  feed er . F o r  in sta n ce , in  ( 10 ) the fe e d e r  F x 

p r o v id e s  a q u e s t io n  lo c a t io n  c o r r e sp o n d in g  to  th e  p a ra m eter  o f  d a te  o f  

d ep a rtu re  g iv en  b y  b a c k g r o u n d  k n o w le d g e .

H o w e v e r , w h a t  is  th e  e s se n tia l d ifferen ce  b e tw e e n  feed ers and  o th e r  

d isc o u r se  u n its  (fo r  e x a m p le , a n sw e r s  to  q u estio n s) th a t  m a y  in tr o d u c e  an

In  th is  co n n e c tio n  S c h m er lin g ’s ( 1976 ) d istin ctio n  b etw een  ‘n ew s sen ten ce s’ an d  ‘ to p ic -  

c o m m en t sentences*  is  d irectly  re lev a n t. B o th  sentence ty p es can  fu n ctio n  as an o p e n in g  

sen ten ce , but o n ly  sen ten ces  o f  th e la tter  typ e express a to p ic -co m m en t m o d u la tio n . F o r
*

illu stra tio n  S ch m erlin g  g iv es th e  fo llo w in g  w ell-k n ow n , au th en tic  exam p les: Johnson died
1 r

and Truman died . T h e la tter  is  a  to p ic -co m m en t sen ten ce u ttered  in  a sp eech  s itu a t io n  

w h ere  o n e  ex p ected  T ru m a n  to  d ie  b e c a u se  he w as very ill. H o w ev er , in th e  form er c a se  

su ch  a n  e x p ec ta tio n  w a s a b se n t. In  th e  fram ew ork  o f  our th eory  o n ly  the first sen ten ce , i f  

an  o p e n in g  se n te n c e , is a  feed er . T h e  se c o n d  sen tence, o n  th e  o th er  h an d , is  an a n sw er  to  

an im p lic it  q u e stio n  in d u ce d  b y  th e  sp e e c h  situ ation  in w h ich  it w as uttered.
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in d eterm in acy?  T h e  n o t io n  o f  feeder is essen tia lly  a  fu n c t io n a l o n e . In  

princip le a n y  u n it  o f  d isco u rse  can  fu n ctio n  as a feed er . I t  fu n c t io n s  as su c h  

i f  the set o f  q u e s t io n  lo c a t io n s  it  in tro d u ces is a n ew  o n e , n o t  r e str ic ted  b y  th e  

fo reg o in g  d isco u rse . C o n sid er  th e  fo llo w in g  exam p le.

( n )  (a) F j  J o h n  is ill.

(b ) +  Q xa W h a t d o e s  he suffer from ?

+  Q ib F o r  h o w  lo n g  a lread y?

+  Q xc W h a t is th e  reason ?

+  Q id W h e n  d o  y o u  ex p ec t h im  to  r e co v er ?

I f  the sen ten ce  John is ill fu n ctio n s  as a feeder it p r o v id e s , to g e th e r  w ith  

associa ted  b a c k g r o u n d  k n o w led g e , a co n tex tu a lly  u n r e s tr ic te d  s e t  o f  

in d eterm in acies, fo r  ex a m p le , th o se  co rresp o n d in g  to  p a r a m e te r s  o f  k in d , 

d u ration , r e a so n  a n d  e x p e c te d  recovery  tim e from  th e  illn e ss . A s  in d ic a te d  

(by the +  s ig n ) in  ( i  lb ) ,  th ese  in d eterm in a cies  m ay  g iv e  r ise  to  sp e c if ic  to p ic -  

form in g q u estio n s .

B ut n o w  co n sid e r  th e  re la ted  ex a m p le  ( i  i ) ' .

( n ) '  (a) F , J o h n  c a n ’t a tten d  the m eetin g  to d a y .

< Q i>  < W h y  n o t ? )

A 1 J o h n /h e  is  ill.

(b ) +  Q ia W h a t is he su ffering from ?

— Q  * F o r  h o w  lo n g  already?

— Q /  W h a t is the reason ?

— Q 1d W h e n  d o  y o u  ex p ect h im  to  reco v er?

T he sen ten ce  John is ill fu n ctio n s  as an  answ er, th e r e b y  c o n te x tu a lly  

restricting th e  set o f  in d eterm in a cies  in  such  a w a y  th a t  th e  la s t  th ree  

q u estion s in  ( n b )  w ill n o t  b e  in d u ced , u n less the a n sw er  fu n c t io n s  a s  a  n e w  

feeder after h a v in g  fu n c tio n e d  as an  answ er to  th e m a in  q u e s t io n  Q x.21

5 . T o p i c - c o n s t i t u t i n g  q u e s t i o n s

E xplicit an d  im p lic it  q u estio n s  w h ich  are ask ed  as the r e su lt  o f  a  fe e d e r  h a v e  

a specia l, a u to n o m o u s  sta tu s in  d iscou rse . T h ey  in tr o d u c e  a q u e s t io n in g  in  

discourse w h ich , in  h ierarch ica l and  fu n ctio n a l term s, is  in d e p e n d e n t  o f  o th e r  

q u estio n in gs. T h ey  fu n c tio n  as h igh er order q u e stio n s  w h ic h  a r e  n e ith e r  

su b ord in ate  n o r  su b serv ien t to  p reced in g  or future q u e s t io n s  in  d is c o u r s e . B y

[21] T he argum ent m ad e here p rov id es ev idence for the view  that n o  a c tu a l to p ic  is  d e fin ed  for  

a sen tence fu n ctio n in g  as a feeder. I f  this w ou ld  be the case, th e  sen ten ce  w o u ld  fo r m  an  

answ er to  an  im p lic it top ic-form in g  question  im plying that the se t  o f  q u e stio n s  th at c a n  be  

asked as a resu lt o f  th is ‘fe e d e r ’ is con textu a lly  restricted b y  th is  h ig h er-o rd er  to p ic -  

form in g q u estio n . H o w ev er , as illustrated  by the exam ples ( 11) a n d  ( 11)', a  fe ed er  p r o v id e s  

a co n tex tu a lly  u nrestricted  set o f  indeterm anicies and d oes n o t  im p o se  a n y  c o n te x tu a l  

restrictions o n  the set o f  top ic-form in g  q u estion s it m ay g ive rise  to .
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d efin ition  th e  to p ics  th e y  c o n s t itu te  are a lso  h iera rch ica lly  a n d  fu n ctio n a lly  

in d ep en d en t o f  o th er  to p ic s  in  d isco u rse .

E x p lic it a n d  im p lic it q u e s t io n s  a sk e d  as th e  resu lt o f  a  feed er  are ca lled  

t o p i c - c o n s t i t u t i n g  q u e s t i o n s . A s  th e  term  in d ic a te s , su ch  q u estion s  

in tro d u ce  a  to p ic  in  d isco u r se . T o p ic -c o n s t itu t in g  q u e s t io n s  are form ally  

defined  in  th e  fo llo w in g  w a y .

Definition

A n  ex p lic it  o r  im p lic it  q u e s t io n  Q p is  a to p ic -c o n s t itu t in g  q u estio n  i f  it  is 

ask ed  as th e  resu lt o f  a  se t o f  p reced in g  u ttera n ce s  w h ic h  a t th e  tim e  o f  

q u e stio n in g  fu n c tio n s  as a  feeder.

E x a m p les  o f  e x p lic it  to p ic -c o n s t itu t in g  q u e stio n s  are  Q x u p  to  and  

in c lu d in g  Q 4 in  ex a m p le  ( 12a).

(12)  (a) F1 A : S tu d e n ts  are n o  lo n g er  a llo w e d  to  ta k e  m o re  th a n  6

y e a r s  o v er  th eir  first d egree .

W h o s e  d e c is io n  h as th is  b een ?

A : T h is  h a s  b ee n  th e  d e c is io n  o f  th e  M in is te r  o f  E d u c a tio n  

a n d  S c ien ce .

B : W h a t  is th e  r e a so n  fo r  th is d e c is io n ?

A : I t  h a s  b ee n  d e c id e d  to  c u t  th e  e d u c a t io n  b u d g et  

d r a stic a lly .

B : W h e n  w ill  th e  m ea su re  b e c o m e  o p era tiv e?

A : T h e  m e a su r e  w ill b e c o m e  o p era tiv e  a t  th e  b e g in n in g  o f  

th e  n ew  a c a d e m ic  year.

B ; W h a t  is e x p e c te d  to  b e  th e  e ffec t o f  th is  m ea su re?

A : O n e  e x p e c ts  th a t  in  th e  years to  c o m e  stu d en t n u m b ers  

w ill  g o  d o w n  su b sta n tia lly .

F , A :

Qi B :

A :

Qs B :

A 2 A :

q 3 B :

a 3 A :

Q* B :

A 4 A :

(b ) Q u e s t io n -a n sw e r  stru ctu re:

Fl Ql Q2 Q3 Q4

A i  A 2 A3  A4

In  ( 12a) a ll e x p lic it  q u e s t io n s  are a sk e d  as th e  resu lt o f  th e  o p e n in g  se n te n c e  

F j w h ic h  fu n c t io n s  a s  feed er . T h e  d isc o u r se  ( 12a) d o e s  n o t  c h a n g e  in  

a ccep ta b ility  a n d  c o h e r e n c e  i f  th e se  q u e s t io n s  h a d  b ee n  im p lic it , in  w h ic h  

ca se  th ey  w o u ld  h a v e  b e e n  a n tic ip a te d  b y  th e  sp eak er.

T h e  stru ctu re  in  (12 b ) rep resen ts  th e  q u e stio n -a n sw e r  stru ctu re  o f  th e  

d isco u rse  in  ( 12 a). T h is  r e p r e se n ta tio n  exp resses th e  lin ea r , n o n -h ie ra r ch ic a l 

structure o f  th e  q u e s t io n s  th a t  w e re  a n sw ered  in  th a t d isco u rse . It sh o w s  th a t  

n o t  o n e  s in g le  q u e s t io n  is  e m b e d d e d  w ith in  a n o th er  q u estio n .
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C en tra l in  th e  p ro ced u re  fo r  g en era tin g  a r e p r e se n ta tio n  o f  a q u e s t io n -  

a n sw er  stru ctu re o f  a  d isc o u r se  is th e  c o n t e x t  o r i e n t a t i o n  o f  a  q u e stio n . In  

th e  rep resen ta tio n s  th e  c o n te x t  o r ie n ta tio n  o f  a  q u e s t io n  is  in d ic a te d  b y  a  

h o r iz o n ta l line. A n  a n sw er , o n  th e  o th er  h a n d , is d irec tly  a tta c h e d  u n d er  th e  

q u e s t io n  it  an sw ers. A  su b sc r ip t a d d ed  to  o n e  o f  th e  c o n n e c te d  e lem en ts  in  

a rep re sen ta tio n  -  to  a feed er , a q u e st io n  o r  an  a n sw er  -  refers to  th e  

se q u e n tia l order o f  th a t  e le m e n t in  th e  p ro ce ss  o f  q u e s t io n in g .

E x p lic it  an d  im p lic it  to p ic -c o n s t itu t in g  q u e stio n s  p la y  a le a d in g  r o le  in  th e  

d e v e lo p m e n t o f  d isco u rse . T h e y  im p o se  a restr ic tio n  u p o n  th e  d e v e lo p m e n t  

o f  th e  d isco u rse  a t h a n d . T h is  restr ic tio n  im p lie s  a p r o g r a m  th a t m u st  b e  

fo l lo w e d  an d  im p le m e n te d  fo r  th e  d isco u rse  to  c o m e  to  a sa t is fa c to r y  en d . 

T h e  p ro g ra m  c o n s is ts  in  th e  sp ec ific  ta sk , to  be carried  o u t  b y  the sp ea k er , 

o f  p r o v id in g  an  a n sw er  to  th e  q u e st io n  w h ic h  is sa tis fa c to r y  to  th e  lis te n e r .22 

S in ce  th e  a n sw er in g  p r o c e ss  o fte n  p r o c ee d s  in  sta g es, su ch  a  p ro g r a m  m a y  

stretch  o v er  a c o n s id e r a b le  a m o u n t o f  d isco u rse . In  th e  n e x t  s e c t io n  w e  w ill 

see  in  w h ic h  sp ec ific  w a y  su ch  a p ro g ra m  is  carried  o u t, m a k in g  e x p lic it  th e  

cen tra l fu n c tio n  o f  su b q u e s t io n s  in  th e  d isco u rse  p r o d u c t io n  p r o c e ss .

6 . S u b t o p i c - c o n s t i t u t i n g  s u b q u e s t i o n s

6.1 Definition

N o t  ev ery  q u e stio n  th a t is a n sw ered  in  d isc o u rse  in tr o d u c e s  a  q u e s t io n in g  

w h ic h  is  in d ep en d en t o f  o th er  q u e stio n in g s  in  d isco u rse . Q u e s tio n s  w h ic h  

h a v e  n o  a u to n o m o u s  s ta tu s  in  d isco u rse  are su b q u e stio n s . T h e  q u e st io n in g s  

th ey  in tro d u ce  are h iera rch ica lly  su b o rd in a te  to  q u e s t io n in g s  in tr o d u c e d  b y  

p reced in g  q u estio n s  b e c a u se  o f  th e ir  fu n c tio n : th ey  are su b se r v ie n t to  a  

p ro g ra m  im p o se d  o n  th e  d e v e lo p m e n t o f  th e  d isc o u rse  b y  a p r e c e d in g  to p ic -  

c o n s titu t in g  q u estio n . A s  sa id  earlier, su ch  a p ro g ra m  c o n s is ts  o f  the sp ec ific  

ta sk  o f  p r o v id in g  a sa t is fa c to r y  a n sw er  to  th e  to p ic -c o n s t itu t in g  q u e stio n .

T h e  c o n te x tu a l in d u c t io n  o f  a  su b q u e stio n  is e sse n tia lly  th e  r e su lt o f  a n  

u n s a t i s f a c t o r y  a n s w e r  to  a  p reced in g  q u e stio n . W h e n  a to p ic -c o n s t itu t in g  

q u e s t io n  h as b e e n  a n sw ered  u n sa tis fa c to r ily , it  w ill g iv e  r ise  to  a  su b q u e s t io n  

w h ich , i f  a lso  a n sw ered  u n sa tis fa c to r ily , g iv es  rise to  a  fu rth er  su b q u e st io n , 

a n d  so  o n  recu rsively , u n til th e  o r ig in a l, to p ic -c o n s t itu t in g  q u e s t io n  h a s  b een  

a n sw ered  sa tis fa c to r ily .23

A n  ex a m p le  w h ic h  illu str a tes  th is n o t io n  o f  su b q u e s t io n  is  p re se n te d  in

D I S C O U R S E  S T R U C T U R E ,  T O P I C A L I T Y  A N D  Q U E S T I O N I N G

[22] A  sa tisfactory  answ er im p lies  a u n iq u e  d eterm in ation  o f  w h a t is  b e in g  ask ed  fo r  by  the  

q u estio n . See sec tio n  64 .2  o n  th is p o in t.

[23] O b v iou sly , th e p rocess o f  sub  q u estio n in g  can  b e  d isturbed . In  Z eev a t (1991) several 

different factors o f  d istu rb an ce in q u estio n -a n sw erin g  p rocesses are d istin gu ish ed , fo r  

exam p le , the sp eak er ca n n o t g ive  an  answ er, h e  d o es n o t k n o w  an y  ap p rop ria te  an sw er to  

the current in fo rm a tio n  state , h e  d o es n o t k n o w  a co m p lete  an sw er, n o r  d o es h e  k n o w  a 

rigid answer.

123



J A N  V A N  K U P P E V E L T

( 13a). W e  a ssu m e th a t in  th is  d is c o u r s e  th e  to p ic -c o n s t itu t in g  q u e stio n  Q x is 

ev en tu a lly  an sw ered  sa t is fa c to r ily , b e c a u se  n o  m o r e  su b q u e stio n s  arise.

(13) (a) F j  A : M a r y  is w orried*

Q x B : W h y ?

A a A : J o h n , h e r  h u sb a n d , w a n ts  to  b u y  a D A T -reco rd er .

Q 2 B : W h y  is  sh e  w o r r ie d  a b o u t th a t?

A a A : S h e  is  w o r r ie d  a b o u t  th a t b e c a u se  h e  d o e sn 't  have

e n o u g h  m o n e y , so  h e  h a s  to  b o r r o w  it.

Q s B : W h y  is th a t  a p r o b le m  ?

A g A :  H e  a lrea d y  h a s  a  lo t  o f  d eb ts.

(b ) Q u e s tio n -a n sw e r  stru ctu re:

F — Q

A , —  Q 2

A  2 Q 3

A 3

T h e  sa tis fa c to r y  a n sw e r  to  th e  to p ic -c o n s t itu t in g  q u e s t io n  Q x is rea lized  in  

stages b y  m e a n s  o f  s u b q u e s t io n s  Q 2 a n d  Q 3. S u b q u e stio n  Q 2 is co n tex tu a lly  

in d u ce d  as th e  resu lt o f  th e  u n s a t is fa c to r y  a n sw er  A 1 to  th e  to p ic -c o n stitu tin g  

q u estio n . H o w e v e r , th e  a n sw e r  g iv e n  to  su b q u e s t io n  Q 2 is a lso  u n sa tis fa c to ry , 

so  th a t a t th a t  m o m e n t  in  th e  d e v e lo p m e n t  o f  th is  d isco u rse  th e  to p ic -  

c o n stitu t in g  q u e s t io n  Q x is  s t ill  a n sw e r e d  u n sa tis fa c to r ily . T h is  th en  g iv e s  rise 

to  su b q u e stio n  Q 3. T h e  e x a m p le  illu str a te s  th a t th e  su b q u e stio n s  are 

su b serv ien t to  th e  p r o g r a m  a sso c ia te d  w ith  th e  to p ic -c o n s t itu t in g  q u e stio n , 

n a m ely  th e  p r o v id in g  o f  a  sa t is fa c to r y  a n sw er  to  th a t  q u e stio n .

In  ( 13a) su b q u e s t io n  Q 2 is  a d ir e c t  su b q u e s t io n  o f  th e  to p ic -c o n s t itu t in g  

q u e stio n  Q a. S u b q u e s t io n  Q 3, o n  th e  o th e r  h a n d , is a  d irect su b q u e stio n  o f  

su b q u e stio n  Q 25 b u t  a n  in d ir e c t  s u b q u e s t io n  o f  th e  to p ic -c o n s t itu t in g  

q u e stio n  Q v  I t  c o n tr ib u te s  to  a  sa t is fa c to r y  an sw er to  su b q u e stio n  Q a in  a  

direct w a y , b u t  o n ly  in d ir e c t ly  to  a  sa t is fa c to r y  a n sw er  to  th e  m a in , to p ic -  

c o n st itu t in g  q u e s t io n . T h e  h ie r a r c h ic a l r e la tio n s  b e tw e e n  th ese  q u e s t io n s  ca n  

b e  read  fr o m  th e  r e p r e s e n ta t io n  o f  th e  q u e stio n -a n sw e r  stru ctu re o f  th is  

d isco u rse , w h ic h  is p r e se n te d  in  ( 13b ).

E x p lic it  a n d  im p lic it  s u b q u e s t io n s  c o n s t itu te  a su b to p ic  th a t is  h ier 

a rch ica lly  o rd ered  u n d e r  th e  (s u b )to p ic s  c o n stitu te d  b y  p reced in g  q u e st io n s . 

In  v iew  o f  w h a t w e  sa id  a b o v e  su b to p ic -c o n s t itu t in g  su b q u e stio n s  are 

fo r m a lly  d e fin ed  in  th e  fo l lo w in g  w a y .
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Definition

A n  ex p lic it  or im p lic it  q u e s t io n  Q p is a su b to p ic -c o n s t itu t in g  su b q u e st io n

i f  it  is a sk ed  as th e  resu lt o f  a n  u n sa tis fa c to r y  a n sw er  A p_n to  a p reced in g

q u e s t io n  Q p_n w ith  the p u r p o se  o f  c o m p le t in g  A p_n to  a  sa t is fa c to r y  a n sw er

to Q p_„-24

T h u s , an  im p o r ta n t d ifferen ce  b e tw een  to p ic -  a n d  su b to p ic -c o n s t itu t in g  

q u e s t io n s  is th a t o n ly  th e la tter  are c o n te x tu a lly  in d u c e d  as th e  resu lt o f  an  

u n sa tis fa c to r y  a n sw er  to  a  q u e s t io n . H o w e v e r , th e n o t io n  o f  an  u n sa tis fa c to r y  

a n sw er  to  a q u e st io n  is  n o t  a n  a b so lu te  o n e . W h e th e r  an  a n sw er  to  a  

p reced in g  q u e stio n  is sa t is fa c to r y  d ep en d s u p o n  (th e  sp ea k e r ’s a ssu m p tio n s  

a b o u t)  th e  a d d ressee ’s k n o w le d g e  a n d  in terests . T h u s , w ith  regard  to  ( 13a), 

th e e x p lic it  su b q u e stio n s  Q 2 a n d  Q 3 (o r  th e  c o r r e sp o n d in g  im p lic it  

su b q u e stio n s  in  th e  ca se  th a t  sp ea k er  A  w o u ld  h a v e  b e e n  a n tic ip a te d  th ese  

q u e st io n s  w ith  sp ea k er  B ) w o u ld  n o t  h a v e  b ee n  ra ised  i f  (sp ea k er  A  w o u ld  

h a v e  a ssu m e d  th a t) sp ea k er  B  h a d  k n o w n  th a t  J o h n  d o e s  n o t  h a v e  e n o u g h  

m o n e y  a n d  th a t h e  h a d  a lrea d y  c o n tr a c te d  a lo t  o f  d eb ts.

T h e  n a tu re  o f  th e  u n sa tis fa c to r in e ss  o f  an  a n sw er  At c a n  be d ifferen t. Aj can  

be u n sa tis fa c to r y  in  a  q u a l i t a t i v e  a n d /o r  a  q u a n t i t a t i v e  w a y . I f  

q u a n tita tiv e , n o t  a ll e lem en ts  o f  th e  to p ic  set d efin ed  by th e  q u e s t io n  w ill h a ve  

b een  sp ec ified  b y  Aj. In  th is  c a se  th e  su b q u e s t io n  in d u c e d  is a sk e d  w ith  the  

p u r p o se  o f  rea liz in g  a q u a n tita tiv e  c o m p le t io n  to  A ,. A n  e x a m p le  is a n sw er  

A i  in  ( 14 ).

( 14 ) F1 A : Y e s te r d a y  H a rry , P a u l a n d  m y  a u n t c a m e  to  m y  b ir th d a y

p arty .

Q j B : W h a t d id  y o u  g et fro m  th em ?

A x A : F r o m  P a u l I g o t  a b o o k  a n d  fr o m  H a rry  flo w ers.

Q 2 B: A n d  fr o m  y o u r  a u n t, w h a t d id  y o u  g e t fr o m  her?

A 2 A : F r o m  m y  a u n t I g o t  n o th in g .

O n  th e  o th er  h a n d , i f  th e  u n sa tis fa c to r in e ss  is q u a lita tiv e , o n e  or m o re  

e lem en ts  sp ecified  b y  A, n eed  e lu c id a tio n . In  th is ca se  th e  a im  o f  

su b q u e stio n in g  is n o t  to  p r o v id e  a  q u a n tita tiv e  b u t a  q u a lita t iv e  c o m p le t io n  

to  Aj. E x a m p les  are A 1 in  ( 13a ), ( 15a) an d  ( 16a).

6.2 Two types o f subquestions

A n  a n sw e r  m a y  b e  u n sa t is fa c to r y  fo r  tw o  rea so n s , A  d iv is io n  is  m a d e  here  

in to  tw o  types o f  su b q u e s t io n s , c o r r e sp o n d in g  to  tw o  d ifferen t p o ss ib le

D I S C O U R S E  S T R U C T U R E ,  T O P I C A L I T Y  A N D  Q U E S T I O N I N G

[24] S u b q u estio n s h ave a specific p rop erty  w h ich  is d irectly  related  to  their c o m p le tio n  task , 

n a m ely  that the co n ju n ctio n  o f  an  u n sa tisfa cto ry  an sw er to  a q u estio n  Q p an d  the answ ers  

to  all q u estion s th a t form  -  d irectly  or in d irectly  -  a  su b q u estio n  o f  Q p co n stitu tes , in  the 

order th e answ ers ap p ear in d isco u rse , an  ap p rop ria te  an sw er to  Q p. T h is p rop erty  is ca lled  

th e  C onjunctive P ro p erty  o f  S u b q u estio n s .
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rea so n s fo r  th e  u n sa tis fa c to r in e ss  o f  a n  a n sw er: a d e q u a c y -o r i e n t e d  

s u b q u e s t i o n s  a n d  d i s c r e p a n c y - s o l v i n g  s u b q u e s t i o n s .

In  th e  ca se  o f  a n  a d e q u a c y -o r ie n te d  su b q u e s t io n  th e  u n sa tis fa c to r in e ss  o f  

an  an sw er a r ises  fr o m  its  (su p p o se d )  in su ffic ien cy . I f  in su ffic ien t in  a 

q u a lita tiv e  w a y , m o r e  in fo r m a tio n  is n e e d e d  fo r  a  su ffic ien t c o m p r e h e n s io n  

o f  th e  a n sw er  g iv e n . A d e q u a c y -o r ie n te d  su b q u e s t io n s  are th e ex p lic it  

q u estio n s  Q 2 a n d  Q 3 in  e x a m p le  ( 15a ).

( 15) (a ) A :  T o m o r r o w  is  H a r r y ’s b ir th d a y .

Q1 B : W h a t  w o u ld  b e  a  su ita b le  b ir th d a y  p resen t for  h im ?  

A1 A :  A  su ita b le  b ir th d a y  p resen t fo r  h im  w o u ld  b e  a m o n k e y -

w ren ch ,

Q 2 B : W h a t ’s th a t?

A 2 A :  T h a t ’s so m e  k in d  o f  to o l w ith  w h ic h  o n e  ca n  lo o s e n  or

t ig h te n  n u ts  a n d  b o lts  o f  v a r io u s  sizes.

Q 3 B : W h y  w o u ld  th a t b e  a su ita b le  b ir th d a y  p resen t fo r  h im ?  

A 3 A ;  H e  recen tly  c a m e  to  b o rro w  o n e  fr o m  m e.

(b) Q u e s t io n -a n sw e r  stru ctu re:

J A N  V A N  K U P P E V E L T

F i —  Q i

A j Q 2 Q

An A 3

T h e  su b q u e s t io n s  are a sk e d  as th e  resu lt o f  th e  u n sa t is fa c to r y  a n sw e r  Av  

T h is  a n sw er  is u n s a t is fa c to r y  b e c a u se , g iv en  th e  su b q u e s t io n s  Q 2 a n d  Q 3, it  

is in su ffic ien t in  th e  v ie w  o f  b o th  th e  q u e stio n e r ’s g en era l a n d  sp ec ific  

b a c k g r o u n d  k n o w le d g e . T h e  q u e st io n e r  d o e s  n o t  p o s se s s  th e  g e n e r a l 

b a c k g r o u n d  k n o w le d g e  o f  w h a t  a  m o n k e y -w r e n c h  is. A fte r  sp ea k er  A  h a s  

g iv en  a n  a n sw e r  t o  s u b q u e s t io n  Q 2, th e  q u e stio n er  k n o w s  w h a t  a m o n k e y  

w ren ch  is, b u t  d o e s  n o t  y e t  u n d e r s ta n d  w h y  a m o n k e y -w r e n c h  w o u ld  b e  a  

su ita b le  b ir th d a y  p r e se n t fo r  H a r r y . H o w e v e r , th is  sp ec ific  b a c k g r o u n d  

k n o w le d g e  is n e e d e d  fo r  a  su ffic ien t a n sw er  to  th e  to p ic -c o n s t itu t in g  q u e s t io n  

A fte r  th e  a n sw e r  to  s u b q u e s t io n  Q 3, th e q u e s t io n e r  seem s to  h a v e  a  

su ffic ien t a n d  s a t is fa c to r y  u n d e r s ta n d in g  o f  w h a t  w o u ld  b e  a s u ita b le  

b ir th d a y  p r e se n t fo r  H a r ry . N o  m o r e  su b q u estio n s  are c o n te x tu a lly  in d u c e d  

th erea fter .25

[25] E v id en ce  fo r  th e  v ie w  th a t  a n sw er  A 1 d o e s  n o t c lo se  o f f  th e to p ic  defined  by q u e s t io n  

is  th e  fo llo w in g . T h e  a n sw ers A 2 a n d  A 3 have a su p p ortive  fu n c tio n  w ith  resp ect to  th e  

c o m m en t v a lu e  p ro v id ed  b y  A v  H o w e v e r , i f  th is su p p o rt is n eg a tiv e , a t te n t io n  

a u to m a tica lly  sh ifts  to  a ltern a tiv es  d iffer in g  from  the m o n k ey -w ren ch .
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The rep resen ta tio n  o f  th e  q u estio n -an sw er s tru c tu re  in  ( 15b) show s th a t ,  

contrary to  th e  su b q u estio n s  in  (13b), su b q u es tio n s  Q 2 an d  Q 3 a re  

paratactically  o rd e red  u n d e r  th e  to p ic -co n stitu tin g  q u es tio n  Qv A cco rd in g  

to  the definition o f  su b q u estio n s , Q 3 is n o t  a su b q u es tio n  o f  Q 2 b ecause  it 

cannot be ch arac te rized  as asked  w ith  th e  p u rp o se  o f  p ro v id in g  a n  

inform ational co m p le tio n  to  the  answ er given to  su b q u e s tio n  Q 2.

A discrepancy-solv ing  su b q u es tio n  resu lts  fro m  a  (su p p o sed ) d e tec tio n  o f  

a discrepancy o f  a n  an sw er w ith  given co n tex tu a l in fo rm a tio n  a n d /o r  

existing b ack g ro u n d  know ledge. A  d iscrepancy-so lv ing  su b q u e s tio n  is Q 2 in  

example (16).

(16) (a) F x A : Y es te rd ay  P e te r b o u g h t so m eth in g  th a t  you  w o u ld n ’t

h av e  expected.

W h a t  d id  he buy  th a t  I  w o u ld n ’t  hav e  expec ted?

A  new  p e rso n a l co m p u te r.

W h y  d id n ’t  he  buy  m y  c o m p u te r?

(T he fac t is, he p ro m ised  m e th a t  he  w ou ld .)

H e  d id n ’t b u y  y o u r  c o m p u te r  b ecau se  he  p re fe rred  a  

new  o n e  a fte r all.

(b) Q u es tio n -an sw er struc tu re :

*1 A :

Qi B :

Ax A :

Qa B :

a 2 A :

F, —  Qi

A i Q 2

A  2

The subquestion  is a sk ed  as th e  resu lt o f  the  sufficient b u t  u n sa tis fac to ry  

answer to  the  to p ic -co n s titu tin g  q u es tio n  Q r  T he  an sw er is u n sa tis fac to ry  

because, in view o f  the  su b q u es tio n  asked , i t  has  g iven  rise to  a  d isc rep an cy  

with existing b a c k g ro u n d  know ledge, possib ly  verbally  expressed  by th e  

questioner (see th e  lingu istic  m a te ria l be tw een  b rack e ts). T h e  su b q u es tio n  is 

asked to  find a so lu tio n  to  th e  d iscrepancy . W h en  th e  d isc rep an cy  is so lved  

and no m ore  su b q u estio n s  arise, the  answ er to  Q x seem s to  have becom e 

satisfactory, th a t  is b o th  a  sufficient a n d  d iscrepancy-free  answ er fo r th e  

questioner.

6.3 Hierarchical control o f subquestions and subtopics

W e already sa id  th a t  su b q u estio n s  have  n o  a u to n o m o u s  s ta tu s  in  d iscou rse , 

b u t are subserv ien t to  a  p ro g ra m  im p o sed  o n  th e  d ev e lo p m en t o f  the  

discourse by a  p reced in g  to p ic -co n stitu tin g  question . T h e  c o n te x tu a l 

induction o f  a  su b q u es tio n  is th u s  n o t  free b u t  c o n t r o l l e d , in  a  tech n ica l 

sense, by p reced ing  q u estio n s  in  th e  d iscourse. Q u es tio n  c o n tro l im plies th a t
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the  question  induced  is n o t  a n  a rb itra ry  one, b u t  ra th e r  one which 

co n trib u tes  to  the  co m p le tio n  o f  th e  p ro g ra m  in  course .

Q uestion  co n tro l is th u s  c a rr ie d  o u t by  a p reced in g  unsatisfactorily  

answ ered  top ic- o r su b to p ic -co n s titu tin g  question . B ecause it is inherently  

co n n ec ted  w ith  su b q u estio n s  w e will define th is n o tio n  accordingly .

Question Control

A n  explicit o r  im p lic it q u e s tio n  Q p co n tro ls  (the co n tex tu a l in d u c tio n  of)
£

an ex p lic it or  im p lic it  q u e s t io n  Q q(Q p----- * Q q)> if f  Q q is a  su b q u estio n  o f

Qp-

c

By defin ition  th is im plies th a t  i f  Q p-----► Q q, Q q c a n  be charac terized  as a

q u estio n  w h ich  is a sk e d  w ith  th e  p u rp o se  o f  co m ple ting  th e  unsa tisfac to ry  

answ er to  Q p. Q u es tio n  c o n tro l  is e ither d irec t o r  ind irec t, depend ing  on 

w hether th e re  a re  o n e  o r  m o re  in te rv en in g  questions.

Because o f  th e  re la tio n sh ip  be tw een  (sub )questions a n d  (sub)topics the 

n o tio n  o f  to p ic  c o n tro l is defined  co rrespond ing ly .

Topic Control

A  to p ic  T p c o n tro ls  ( th e  c o n s titu tio n  of) a  to p ic  T q(T p——►Tq),

iff  Q p— > Q q.

T h e  co n tro l re la tio n s  b e tw een  q u estio n s a n d  the c o n tro l re la tion s  betw een 

top ics can  b e  re a d  d irec tly  f ro m  th e  rep resen ta tio n s  o f  the  question- 

answ ering  s tru c tu re  a n d  o f  th e  top ic -com m en t s tru c tu re  o f  d iscourse 

respectively. T h e  re p re se n ta t io n  o f  th e  to p ic -co m m en t s tru c tu re  o f  d iscourse 

is o b ta in ed  by  m a p p in g  u n d e r  th e  g enera l to p ic -co m m en t fu n c tio n  f QjA every 

explicit a n d  im p lic it q u e s tio n  Q p th a t  occurs in  th e  rep re sen ta tio n  o f  the  

q u es tio n -an sw er s tru c tu re  to  to p ic  T p w hich  is defined by  th a t  question , an d  

m ap p in g  u n d e r  th e  sam e fu n c tio n  every  q u estio n -an sw erin g  sentence A p to 

th e  co m m en t C p w h ich  i t  p ro v id es . A cco rd in g  to  th is m a p p in g  p ro ced u re  the 

re p re se n ta tio n  o f  th e  h ie ra rch ica l question -answ er s tru c tu re  in  (15b) resu lts  

in  a re p re se n ta tio n  o f  th e  to p ic -co m m en t s tru c tu re  as is show n  in  (15b ) '.

(15) (b ') F t Qi F T

A 1 Q Q
fcQ/A

c 1 T T

A 2 A 3 C 2 C 3
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6.4 Two principles

6 .4.1 Principle o f  Recency

W e distinguish  tw o  p rincip les w h ich  guide th e  p rocess o f  explicit an d  im p lic it 

subquestion ing : th e  p r i n c i p l e  o f  r e c e n c y  an d  the d y n a m i c  p r i n c i p l e  o f  

t o p i c  t e r m i n a t i o n . T his section  will focus o n  th e  fo rm e r p rincip le . In  th e  

next section  we will d iscuss th e  la tte r  o n e ,26 

T he Princip le  o f  R ecency  concerns th e  c o n tex t o r ie n ta tio n  an d  re la ted  

con tex tua l in d u c tio n  o f  exp lic it a n d  im plic it su b qu estio n s. T h e  p rin c ip le  

ind icates the o rd e r  in  w h ich  su b q u estio n s  a re  co n tex tu a lly  in d u ced . I t  is 

defined in  the fo llow ing  w ay.

Principle o f Recency (PR)

In  a  w ell-form ed d iscourse  every explicit o r  im plic it su b q u es tio n  Q p is 

asked  as the  resu lt o f  a n  answ er A p_n, w h ich  is th e  m o st recen t 

unsa tisfac to ry  answ er to  a p reced in g  q u es tio n  Q p_n.

In  cases in  w hich  th e  question ings in  d iscourse  rem ain  im plic it, a  test fo r  P R  

requires the exp lication  o f  th e  assum ed  im plic it questions.

P R  is illu stra ted  by  th e  o rd e r  o f  th e  explicit su b q u estio n s  in  exam ple  ( 17a).

(17) (a) F1 A : I t ’s sensible fo r  T o m  to  buy  a  ca r now .

Q , B : W h y ?

A x A : B uying  a  c a r  is p ro b a b ly  fav o u rab le  fo r h im  now  a n d  it

w o n ’t  be b a d  fo r his health .

Q 2 B : W h y  is b u y in g  a ca r  p ro b a b ly  fav o u rab le  fo r  h im  n o w ?

A 3 A : C a r expenses a re  expected  to  decrease.

Q 3 B : F o r  w h a t re a so n ?

A 3 A :  G as  will becom e su b stan tia lly  cheaper.

Q4 B : W h y  w o n ’t a  ca r  be b a d  fo r  his h e a lth ?

A 4 A :  H e  jo g s  every day.

(b) F , —  Q 1

Aj Q 2 Q4

A 2 Q3 A4

A 3

[26] T h e  Principle o f  R ecen cy  an d  th e D y n a m ic  P rin cip le  o f  T o p ic  T erm in ation  are  b o th  

coherence princip les in  th e  sen se  th at their a p p lica tio n  im p lies, in  term s o f  S p erb er &  

W ilso n  (1986), o p tim a l co h eren ce  ( ‘co n tex tu a l e ffe c ts ’) aga in st m in im a l p ro cessin g  efforts.
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T he rep resen ta tio n  o f  the  q u es tio n -an sw er s tru c tu re  o f  th is discourse is 

p resen ted  in  (17b). I t  c a n  be  read  f ro m  th e  rep re se n ta tio n  th a t, a t  the m om ent 

q u estio n  Q2 is answ ered , the  d iscou rse  co n ta in s  tw o u n sa tis fac to ry  answ ers 

to  p reced ing  questions, n am ely  A l a n d  A 2. T hese  answ ers a re  unsa tisfac to ry  

because each  o f  th em  gives rise to  a  new  subquestion . In  ag reem en t w ith  P R , 

sub qu estio n  Q3 is a sk ed  befo re  su b q u es tio n  Q 4 is asked , because a t the 

m o m en t o f  q u estio n in g  answ er A 2 is th e  m o s t recen t u n sa tisfac to ry  answ er 

to a p reced ing  question*

E vidence  fo r  P R  consists  in  th e  fac t th a t  i t  c a n n o t be  v io lated . Every 

a ttem p t a t v io la ting  i t  au to m atica lly  resu lts  in  e ither unw ellfo rm edness or in  

a re in te rp re ta tio n  o f  th e  d iscourse in  such  a w ay th a t  th e  p rincip le  is again  

observed. C onsider th e  fo llow ing  v a r ia n t  o f  (17) in  w h ich  such  an  a ttem p t is 

m ade. T h e  questions Q 3 an d  Q4 c o rre sp o n d  to  th e  q u estio ns Q 4 an d  Q 3 in 

(17), respectively. T h e  questions (a n d  also  the ir c o n tex t o rien ta tio n ) a re  the 

sam e, only  the o rd e r  in  w h ich  they  a re  asked is different.

(17) ' (a)

(b) F

Fa A :

Qi B :

Ax A. 1

q 2 B :

A2/ F2 A :

q 3 B :

a 3 A :

Q4 B :

a 4 A :

F, Q.

A|

I t ’s sensib le  fo r  T o m  to  b u y  a  ca r now .

W h y ?

B uying  a  c a r  is p ro b a b ly  fav o u rab le  for h im  now  

a n d  i t  w o n ’t b e  b a d  fo r  his h ea lth .

W h y  is b u y in g  a ca r  p ro b a b ly  fav o u rab le  fo r  h im  

n o w ?

C a r  expenses a re  expected  to  decrease.

W h y  w o n ’t  a c a r  be b a d  fo r  his h ea lth ?

H e  jo g s  every day.

F o r  w h a t  re a so n  does one expect expenses fo r  a  c a r  

to  decrease?

G a s  will b eco m e su b stan tia lly  cheaper.

Q Q

AJF' Q A.

A

T h o u g h  th e  ch an g ed  o rd e r  does n o t  m a k e  this d iscourse  unw ellfo rm ed  it h as  

the  re su lt th a t  q u e s t io n  Q 4 (Q 3 in  ( 17)) c a n n o t be observed  as a  su b q u es tio n  

anym ore . I t  h a s  b eco m e  a  new  to p ic -co n s titu tin g  q u es tio n  w hich  realizes a  

top ic  shift. I t  is a sk ed  as th e  resu lt o f  th e  answ er to  q u estio n  Q 2 w hich, a t  th e  

tim e o f  question ing , fu n c tio n s , in  a  technical sense, as feeder fo r  th e  

co n tex tu a l in d u c tio n  o f  th is  q u e s tio n  (the  d o u b le  fu n c tio n  o f  a sentence is
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expressed by  the slash  n o ta t io n  -  see (17)')- T h is  m ean s th a t  q u es tio n  Q 4 

cannot be charac te rized  as a  q u es tio n  asked  w ith  th e  p u rp o se  o f  ad d in g  

something (in an  in d irec t w ay) to  th e  rea so n  w hy i t  is sensible fo r T o m  to  buy  

a car now. H ow ever, q u es tio n  Q 4 w ou ld  be a  su b q u es tio n  i f  th e  top ics defined 

by Q x an d  Q 2 w ou ld  be  reactua lized , fo r  exam ple, by  re fe rrin g  to  th e  re levan t 

part o f  the o ld  con tex t. In  the  las t section, w here  a  c lassification  o f  top ic  

shifts is p resen ted , w e will e lab o ra te  o n  the  type o f  to p ic  sh ift th a t  is realized  

by question Q 4.

Strong su p p o rt fo r  the  view  th a t  in  (17/  q u estio n  Q4 fo rm s a  new  top ic- 

constitu ting q u es tio n  is th e  fac t th a t, in  c o n tra s t to  th e  sam e q u estio n  Q 3 in

(17), it m ay  be p receded  by  th e  p h rase  By the way w ith o u t becom ing  

inappropria te . T his to p ic  sh ift m ark in g  p h rase  in d ica tes  th a t  the  q u es tio n  to  

which it is a d d ed  is n o t  a p a r t  o f  th e  p ro g ra m  in itia ted  b y  th e  p reced ing  top ic- 

constitu ting q uestion  Q 2 a n d  thus th a t  the  q u estio n  is ask ed  as th e  resu lt o f  

a part o f  th e  p reced ing  co n tex t (A 2) o f  w hich  the  top ic  h as  a lread y  been 

closed off. Because o f  th e  fac t th a t  in  (17) the sam e q u es tio n  fu n c tio n s  as a 

subquestion, th e  a d d itio n  o f  th e  to p ic  sh ift m a rk in g  p h ra se  h as  th e  re su lt th a t 

it becomes in a p p ro p ria te  in  th e  given con tex t. In  section  6.5 we will p ro p o se  

a general test to  d e te rm in e  h ie ra rch ica l re la tions in  d iscourse.
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6 .4.2 Dynamic Principle o f Topic Termination

A ccording to  the basic  a ssu m p tio n  (section  2 .2), the  dynam ics o f  top ic  

constitu tion  a re  essentially  de te rm ined  by  q u estio n in g : every  co n tex tu a lly  

induced explicit an d  im plic it (su b )q u estio n  th a t  is answ ered  in  d iscourse  

constitutes a (sub)top ic . H ow ever, once a  (sub )top ic  h as  b een  co n stitu ted , its 

actuality is n o t  alw ays p reserved  un til the  end o f  d iscourse. L ike the  process 

of topic co n stitu tio n , th e  process o f  top ic  te rm in a tio n  is dynam ic.

But w h a t de term ines top ic  te rm in a tio n ?  T h e  in tro d u c tio n  o f  a  new 

(sub)topic certa in ly  does n o t  m ean  th a t  in  all cases th e  o ld  top ic  o r  su b to p ic  

loses its ac tua lity  in  d iscourse. W h a t we need , th e re fo re , is a p rin c ip le  th a t  

accounts fo r the  process o f  top ic  te rm in a tio n . T h e  p rinc ip le  we in tro d u ce , 

called the D y n am ic  P rinc ip le  o f  T o p ic  T e rm in a tio n , is d irec tly  fo rm u la te d  in 

terms o f  the n o tio n  o f  sa tisfac to ry  answ er to  a question . I t  acco u n ts  fo r  the 

standard  cases in  w h ich  top ic  te rm in a tio n  does n o t  re su lt fro m  a  d is tu rb an ce  

of the question ing  process, due  to  epistem ic lim ita tio n s, d isru p tio n s , etc.

Dynamic Principle o f Topic Termination (DPTT )

I f  an  explicit o r  im plic it (su b )q u estio n  Q p is answ ered  sa tisfac to rily , the 

question ing  process assoc ia ted  w ith  it com es to  an  end . A s a consequence, 

topic T p(Tp =  fQ/A(Qp)) loses its ac tu a lity  in  d iscourse.

Satisfactory answ ers to  th e  tw o types o f  su b q u estio n s  m en tio n ed  earlier, 

namely ad eq u acy -o rien ted  su b qu estio n s an d  d iscrepancy-so lv ing  sub-
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questions, will consis t in  m o re  (fo r  exam ple, c larify ing  o r  supportive) 

in fo rm a tio n  an d  a  so lu tio n  o f  th e  d iscrepancy , respectively . A s is a rgued  for 

in  V an  K uppeve lt ( 1994b) sa tis fa c to ry  answ ers im ply  u n iq u e  de term ination  

o f th a t  w hich  is ask ed  fo r by  the  q u es tio n , as a  consequence  o f  w hich  the 

co n tex tu a l in d u c tio n  o f  (fu rth e r)  su b q u es tio n s  is b lo ck ed .

T he  w ay  in w h ich  D P T T  rules th e  process o f  top ic  te rm in a tio n  can  be 

expressed m o st c learly  by  m a k in g  explic it one o f  its m a in  im plications, 

nam ely  t o p i c  c o n t i n u i t y  i n  c a s e  o f  s u b q u e s t i o n i n g . D P T T  im plies th a t a 

(sub )top ic  co n s titu ted  b y  a  (su b )q u es tio n  is co n tin u ed  as lo n g  as subquestions 

o f  th a t  q u estio n  o ccu r in  d iscourse . T h e  occurrence  o f  su b q u estio n s  indicates 

th a t  a  p reced ing  q u es tio n  is n o t  yet answ ered  sa tisfac to rily . A ccord ing  to 

D P T T  th e  to p ic  c o n s titu te d  b y  th a t  q u es tio n  is th en  co n tin u ed .

W e  will illu s tra te  th e  p h e n o m e n o n  o f  to p ic  co n tin u ity  in  a schem atic  way 

by  show ing, in  te rm s o f  q u es tio n -an sw er s tru c tu re , the  re lev an t steps in  the 

developm en t o f  a  h ie ra rch ica lly  s tru c tu re d  d iscourse . L et us ta k e  the 

d iscourse  p resen ted  in  ex am p le  ( 17a). T h e  re levan t p ro d u c tio n  steps o f  this 

d iscourse  are  p resen ted  in  ( i 8b)'. G iv en  o u r a ssu m p tio n , A x up  to  and 

inc lud ing  A 4 to g e th e r  fo rm  a sa tis fac to ry  answ er to  th e  top ic -co n stitu tin g  

q u estio n  Q r  A  slash  th ro u g h  a  q u e s tio n  sym bol m a rk s  th a t  the  co rrespond ing  

q u estio n  is answ ered  sa tis fac to rily  a n d  th a t  as a consequence, acco rd ing  to 

D P T T , th e  top ic  c o n s ti tu te d  b y  i t  is c losed  off.

(18) (b')

(i) F t Q i

A 1 Q;

(ii) F 1 Q i

A 1 0:

A Q A 0

t i t A

(iii) F . Q i ( iv )  F 1 0

A — 0 ; Q A-i 0 :

A 0 A 0

0

A.

A
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P roduc tion  step  (i) show s th a t  a t  the  tim e su b q u es tio n  Q 3 is ask ed  n o n e  o f  

the  preceding questions is answ ered  satisfactorily . A cco rd in g  to  D P T T  th e  

topics defined by  Q x, Q 2 an d  Q 3 are  still ac tua l. T h e  answ er to  q u es tio n  Q a

-  see p ro d u c tio n  step (ii) -  resu lts  in  loss o f  ac tu a lity  fo r  th e  top ics c o n s titu ted  

by  Q 2 an d  Q 3S in  ag reem en t w ith  D P T T . A t th is stage in  th e  d ev e lo p m en t o f  

th e  discourse, b o th  su b q u estio n s  have a lread y  been  answ ered  satisfactorily . 

S ubquestion  Q 2 has been  answ ered  sa tisfac to rily  because  no  m o re  su b 

questions o f  i t  arise in  the  d iscourse. S u b q u estio n  Q 35 o n  th e  o th e r  h a n d , has  

been  answ ered sa tisfac to rily  because its answ er does n o t  give rise to  th e  

con tex tual in d u c tio n  o f  a su b q u es tio n  a t all. In  p ro d u c tio n  step (iii) a  new  

sub top ic  is co n s titu ted  by  su b q u es tio n  Q 4. W h en  th is  q u estio n  is answ ered  

satisfactorily  -  see p ro d u c tio n  step  (iv) -  th e  to p ic -co n s titu tin g  q u estio n  Q L is 

also answ ered sa tisfac to rily , so th a t  in  ag reem en t w ith  D P T T  all top ics have 

lost their ac tu a lity  in  th e  d iscourse.

Beside the fac t th a t  D P T T  acco u n ts  fo r  th e  p rocess o f  to p ic  te rm in a tio n , 

i t  is also re lev an t w ith  respect to  th e  recency p rinc ip le  P R , fo r w h ich  it 

p rovides an ex p lan a tio n . In  exam ple  (17) ' we saw  th a t  o u r  a tte m p t to  v io la te  

P R  was n o t su ccessfu l I t  led  to  a re in te rp re ta tio n  o f  th e  d iscourse  such  th a t  

this principle w as aga in  observed . T he  q uestion  ask ed  as th e  resu lt o f  th e  

answ er to  su b q u estio n  Q 2 w as re in te rp re ted  as a new  to p ic -co n s titu tin g  

question. L et us rep ea t here  th e  q u estio n -an sw er s tru c tu re  we have discussed.

D I S C O U R S E  S T R U C T U R E ,  T O P I C A L I T Y  A N D  Q U E S T I O N I N G

(1 ?)' (b ') F Q

A q 2 Q

A ,/F Q A

A

Subquestion  Q 3 is a sk ed  as th e  resu lt o f  the  an sw er A x to  th e  top ic- 

constitu ting  q u es tio n  Q r  A cco rd in g  to  P R , A x m u s t  be  th e  m o s t recen t 

unsa tisfac to ry  answ er to  a  p reced ing  question . T his im plies th a t  a t  the  tim e 

subquestion  Q 3 is asked , su b q u es tio n  Q 2 is a lread y  an sw ered  sa tisfac to rily . 

A ccord ing  to  D P T T  th e  su b to p ic  defined by  Q 2 m u s t h ave  lo s t its ac tu a lity  

in  th e  d iscourse then . F o r  th is  reaso n  q u es tio n  Q,j is n o t  a  su b q u es tio n  b u t  

a new  to p ic -co n stitu tin g  q u es tio n  asked  as the  resu lt o f  an sw er A 2. B ecause 

th is  answ er has  tu rn e d  in to  a  topicless sentence, it fu n c tio n s  as a  feeder in  a  

technical sense.

A  last re levan t p o in t is th a t  D P T T  allow s one to  c o m p u te  w h eth er, an d  to  

w h a t extent, th e  re so lu tio n  d o m a in  o f  a  given sen tence-ex ternal a n a p h o r  is
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restric ted  on  t o p i c a l  g r o u n d s . The  issue  o f top ica l res tric tion s  on  sentence- 

ex ternal an apho rs  is (ind irec tly ) p ro m in e n t  in, fo r  exam ple, G ro sz  (1978  and 

o th e r  pub lica tions) a n d  R e ic h m a n  (1978 ). I t  is a rg u ed  a n d  illu stra ted  b y  these 

au th o rs  th a t  a  d iscourse  reveals  a  h ie ra rch ica l s tru c tu re  o f  discourse 

segm ents, fo r each  o f  w h ich  a to p ic  c o u ld  be p resu p p o sed . T h e  restrictions 

a re  d irectly  ch a rac te rized  in  te rm s  o f  d iscourse  s tru c tu re  w hich , acco rd in g  to 

th e  p resen t study, reflects th e  to p ic -c o m m e n t s truc tu re . H ow ever, the n o tio n  

o f  top ic -com m en t s tru c tu re  is n o t  fo rm a lly  and o p e ra tio n a lly  defined b y  the 

au th o rs . In  o u r  f ra m e w o rk  th e  ex p lica tio n  o f  th is n o tio n  is cen tra l. I t  is 

a rgued  th a t  the  to p ic -c o m m e n t s tru c tu re  o f  d iscourse  is the resu lt o f  the 

process o f  explicit a n d /o r  im p lic it qu estio n ing .

W ith o u t going in to  d e ta il, th e  p o in t  m ad e  h ere  w ith  respect to  top ical 

restric tions on  sen tence-ex te rna l a n a p h o ra  reso lu tio n  is schem atica lly  as 

fo llow s .27 L et u s  assu m e w e h ave  th re e  succeeding  d iscourse  u n its  IP * , U Ta, 

an d  U t 3, w here th e  su p e rsc rip ts  in d ica te  the to p ic  defined  by the qu estio n  

w hich  th e  co rre sp o n d in g  d isco u rse  u n i t  answ ers. I n  U Ta a  p ro n o u n  P  occurs, 

P C X in U Tl an d  P C 2 in  U Ts a re  p o te n tia l  can d id a te s  fo r  a n a p h o r ic  reso lu tion  

o f  P.

( 19) U Ti

U T:

U T;

T h e  re so lu tio n  d o m a in  o f  P  is re s tr ic ted  to  PC^ on ly  if, a t  the m o m e n t th a t 

P  is in tro d u ced , in  a g re e m e n t w ith  D P T T , top ic  T 2 o f  the  in te rv en in g  

d iscourse  segm en t U Ta h a s  lo s t its a c tu a lity  in  the  d iscourse. In  th a t  case , the 

a tte n tio n  o f  th e  d isco u rse  p a r t ic ip a n ts  is n o t d irec ted  to  w h a t is s a id  or 

im plied  by U T2 because  th e  q u e s tio n  answ ered  by th is d iscourse  u n it  is c losed  

off. T h is  can  on ly  be  th e  case w hen  the top ics o f  U Tz an d  U T;j are  

p a r a t a c t i c a l l y  o rd e re d  as d irec t su b to p ic s  o f  th e  to p ic  defined fo r U Tl.

6.5 Testability o f subordination relations

In  th is sec tion  w e p re se n t a  te s t the  m a in  fu n c tio n  o f  w h ich  is to  d is tin g u ish  

o p era tio n a lly  su b q u e s tio n s  f ro m  h ig h e r  o rd e r  questions. T h is tes t en ab le s  us 

to  d e te rm ine  th e  ex is ting  s u b o rd in a t io n  re la tions betw een  exp lic it(a ted) n o n -

[27] S ee , fo r  e x a m p le , G r o s z  (1 9 7 8 )  a n d  R e ic h m a n  (1 9 8 1 )  fo r  e x a m p le s  o f  s o - c a l le d  lo n g  

d is ta n c e  a n a p h o r a  w h ic h  im p ly  a  r e s tr ic te d  r e s o lu t io n  d o m a in ,  e x c lu d in g  p o t e n t ia l  

c a n d id a te s  in  th e  im m e d ia t e  c o n t e x t .
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am biguously  fo rm u la ted  questions in  d iscourse. In  a n  ind irec t w ay  it  a lso  

func tions as a  te s t fo r th e  iden tifica tion  o f  feeders. A  ques tion  has  fu n c tio n ed  

as a  top ic -constitu ting  question  i f  a fte r  th e  app lica tio n  o f  the  te s t  it h a s  

tu rn ed  ou t th a t  th is ques tion  is n o t  a  subo rd in a te  one. By defin ition , the  

linguistic o r non-lingu istic  event to  w hich  this q u es tio n  is d irec ted  h as  

func tioned  as a feeder.

The  test we p ro po se  is called  the  S ubo rd in a tio n  Test.

Subordination Test (ST)

An (unam biguously  fo rm u la te d ) 28 explicit o r  exp lic ita ted  im plic it q u es tio n  

Q q is a su b q u estio n  o f  a  p reced ing  q u estio n  Q p iff, acco rd in g  to  th e  

ad d itio n  o f  a  test sen tence S in d ica tin g  the  c losure  o f  th e  p reced in g  to p ic  

T p (T p =  fQ{A(Q ,)) , Q q becom es in ap p ro p ria te .

S is added ju s t  a fte r th e  (re levan t p a r t  o f  th e  com plex) an sw er to  q u e s tio n  

Q p a n d  has, fo r  in stance , the  fo llow ing fo rm : I  now understand (without 

discrepancy) <QP>, w here  is a  linguistic rep re se n ta tio n  o f  Q p.

ST is fu n c tio n a l w hen  th e  d iscourse  in  q u es tio n  lacks o v e rt m ark in g s  o f  top ic  

te rm ina tion . W h en  these  m ark in g s  a re  ab sen t th e  ap p lica tio n  o f  ST, 

especially the a d d itio n  o f  a tes t sentence S, forces the c lo su re  o f  a p reced in g  

topic. This m akes a fo llow ing  question  in a p p ro p ria te  i f  it e lab o ra te s  o n  th is  

topic. O bviously , every o th e r  test sentence (or tes t p h rase ) w hich  fulfils th e  

sam e function , nam ely  the  c losure  o f  the  p reced ing  top ic , is in  p rinc ip le  

adequate . A  reaso n  to  use an  a lte rn a tiv e  is th a t  its use  m ay  be  less artific ial 

in  the p a rticu la r  co n tex t to  w hich  it is added .

A pplica tions o f  ST  a re  p resen ted  in  (20 ). H ere  th e  tes t is ap p lied  to  the  

p reced ing  exam ple ( 15 ) w ith  the  p u rp o se  o f  y ield ing  all the ex isting  

su b o rd in a tio n  re la tio n s  betw een  the explicit qu estio n s o ccu rrin g  in th a t  

d iscourse. T he in ap p ro p ria ten ess  o f  th e  questions Q 2 a n d  Q 3 in  (20 a) a n d  

(20b) respectively  im plies th a t  these questions m u s t be su b q u estio n s  o f  

question  Q r  A s a  consequence , Q x is a to p ic -co n s titu tin g  q u es tio n  ask ed  as 

the  resu lt o f  feeder Fv  S u b q u estio n  Q 3 in  (20c), o n  th e  o th e r  h a n d , is 

ap p ro p ria te  in  th e  given con tex t. ST  p red ic ts  th en  th a t  it is n o t  su b o rd in a te d  

to  subquestion  Q 2.

(20) (a) F± A : T o m o rro w  is H a r ry ’s b irth d ay .

Q x B: W h a t w o u ld  be a su itab le  b ir th d a y  p resen t fo r  h im ?

D I S C O U R S E  S T R U C T U R E ,  T O P I C A L I T Y  A N D  Q U E S T I O N I N G

[28] A  q u estion  is a m b ig u o u sly  form u la ted  if  it rem ains ap p rop ria te  b o th  w h en  it is  forced  to  

be su b ord in ated  to  a p reced in g  q u estio n  an d  w h en  it is forced  to  be in d ep en d en t o f  su ch  

a q u estion . T h e  a d d itio n  o f  a test sen ten ce  lik e th e o n e  described  in  ST  forces an  

am b igu ou sly  form u la ted  q u estio n  to  fu n ctio n  as a h igh er order q u estio n , w h ile , for  

exam ple, then-in sertio n  in  th e a m b ig u o u sly  form u lated  q u estio n , w ith  then h a v in g  an  

exp lan atory  m ean in g , is a g o o d  m ean s o f  fo rc in g  it to  be su b o rd in a ted  to  th e p reced in g  

q u estion .
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I n ow  u n d e rs ta n d  w ha t w ou ld  be a su itab le  b irthday  

p re sen t o r H a rry .

W h a t’s a m onkey -w rench?

T h a t ’s som e k ind  o f  too l w ith  w hich  one can  loosen  or 

t ig h ten  n u ts  a n d  bo lts  o f  v a riou s  sizes.

W hy  w ou ld  th a t  be a su itab le  b ir th d ay  p resen t for 

h im ?

A 3 A : H e  recen tly  cam e  to  bo rrow  one  from  me.

(b) F L A : T o m o rro w  is H a r r y ’s b irth d ay .

W h a t  w o u ld  be  a  su itab le  b ir th d a y  p resen t fo r him ? 

A j A : A  m o n k ey -w ren ch .

W h a t’s th a t?

A :

S B :

* q 2

a 2 A :

q 3 B :

A :

F r A :

Qx B :

A a A :

q 2 B :

A-2 A :

s B :

* q 3

A 3 A :

F i A :

Q i B :

A :

Q , B :

a 2 A :

s B :

CO
O

'
>

A 3 A :

tig h te n  n u ts  a n d  bo lts  o f  v ariou s  sizes.

I  n o w  u n d e rs ta n d  w h a t w ou ld  be  a su itab le  b irthday  

p re se n t fo r  h im .

W h y  w o u ld  a  m onkey -w rench  be  a  su itab le  b irthday  

p re se n t fo r h im ?

(c) F-l A :  T o m o rro w  is H a r r y ’s b irth d ay .

W h a t  w o u ld  b e  a  su itab le  b ir th d a y  p resen t fo r  him ? 

A 1 A : A  m o n k e y -w re n c h .

W h a t ’s th a t?

A : T h a t ’s som e k in d  o f  too l w ith  w hich  one can  lo o sen  or 

t ig h te n  n u ts  a n d  bo lts  o f  v ario u s sizes.

I  n o w  u n d e rs ta n d  w hat a  m o n k ey -w ren ch  is.

W h y  w o u ld  th a t  be a su itab le  b ir th d a y  p resen t for 

h im ?

A : H e  recen tly  cam e  to  b o rro w  one fro m  me.

ST is also an  a d e q u a te  m e an s  o f  iden tify ing  to p ic  shifts. In  case o f  a  topic  

sh ift, the  to p ic -c o n s titu tin g  q u e s tio n  defining the  new  top ic  is n o t 

su b o rd in a te d  to  th e  o n e  a sso c ia ted  w ith  the o ld  top ic . L e t us ta k e  the 

fo llow ing  ex ten d ed  v a r ia n t  o f  (20)  to  illu s tra te  th is p o in t.

(20 ) ' F x A : T o m o rro w  is H a r r y ’s b irth d ay .

W h a t  w o u ld  be a  su itab le  b ir th d a y  p resen t fo r  h im ? 

A  m o n k ey -w ren ch .

W h a t ’s th a t?

T h a t ’s som e k in d  o f  too l w ith  w hich  one can  lo o se n  o r 

t ig h te n  n u ts  a n d  bo lts  o f  various sizes.

W h y  w o u ld  th a t  be  a su itab le  b ir th d a y  p re se n t fo r 

h im ?
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A x A :

q 2 B :

a 2 A :

q 3 B :



A 3 A : H e  recen tly  cam e to  b o rrow  one from  me.

S B : I  now  u nd e rs tan d  w h a t w ou ld  be a  su itab le  b ir th d ay

p resen t fo r  him .

V Q 4 W here  can  I buy  a m onkey -w rench  a ro und  here?

A 4 A : A t th e  p lum be r’s shop.

Q 5 B : W here  is it?

A 5 A : In  th e  shopp ing  cen tre  ju s t  a ro u n d  th e  corner.

A ccording to  ST, question  Q 4 is n o t  a  subquestion  o f  th e  p reced ing  top ic- 

constitu ting  question  Q 1. F u r th e r  app lica tions  o f  ST  will also  show  th a t  Q 4 

is neither a subquestion  o f  Q 2 n o r  o f  Q 3. I t  can  be conc luded , therefo re , th a t  

Q4 is a new top ic -con stitu ting  question  w hich  accomplishes a top ic  shift. I t  

is induced by the  p reced ing  d iscourse  which, as a  whole, func tions  as a new  

feeder.

7 . D i s c o u r s e  t o p i c s

Until now we have m ade  a d is tinc tion  betw een top ics a n d  sub top ics. In  

addition  to these types o f  top ic  o f  a h igher o rd e r  m u st be a lso  d istingu ished . 

This type o f top ic  is called  a d i s c o u r s e  t o p i c . I t  is defined  in  term s o f  top ics 

constitu ted  by top ic -con stitu ting  questions.

Definition

A discourse top ic  DTi is defined by  th e  set o f  all top ics T p th a t  a re  

constitu ted  as th e  resu lt o f  one and  the sam e feeder Fj (D Tj =  {Tp | T p 

constitu ted  a .r .o . F J ) .  A s such  DTj is a  set o f  m ain , h ig h er o rd e r  topics 

usually h ierarch ically  com pris ing  low er topics.

By definition, to p ic  a n d  d iscourse  to p ic  coincide if, as th e  resu lt o f  a  given 

feeder, only one to p ic  is co n stitu ted  ({Tp} : =  T p), T h e  d iscourse  top ics of, fo r 

instance, exam ples (13), ( 15) an d  (16 ) are  co n figu ra ted  in  th is w ay .29

T he discourse to p ic  o f  exam ple  (2 1), on  th e  o th e r  h an d , is d e te rm in ed  by  

tw o topics, n am ely  those  w hich  are co n stitu ted  by  th e  to p ic -co n s titu tin g  

questions Q x an d  Q 3:

(21) (a) F x A ; Y este rd ay  a  ju ry  o f  inv estiga tion  cam e to  the  conclusion

th a t  th e  31 casualties o f  the fire in  th e  K in g ’s C ross 

L o n d o n  u n d e rg ro u n d  s ta tio n  d ied  as th e  resu lt o f  an  

acc iden t an d  n o t as the  resu lt o f  negligence.

Q x B : H o w  d id  peop le  reac t to  the  o u tco m e  o f  th e  investi 

g a tio n ?
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[29] C on trary  to  K e e n a n  &  S c h ie ffe lin  (1 9 7 6 )  th e  n o t io n  o f  d is c o u r s e  to p ic  is  n o t  id e n t if ie d  w ith  

(th e  p r o p o s it io n  e x p r e s s e d  b y ) th e  fe e d e r  itse lf ,  d u e  to  a w a r e n e s s  o f  th e  fa c t  th a t  a fe e d e r  

m ay g ive  r ise  to  d if fe r e n t  d is c o u r s e  to p ic s .
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A x A : R elatives o f  th e  victim s rejected  it.

Q 2 B : W hy?

A 2 A : T hey  are o f  th e  op in ion  th a t  the  ju ry  d id  n o t do the ir job

well.

Q 3 B : W h a t  is the  consequence  o f  th is ou tcom e?

Ag A : T he  consequence  is th a t  fu rth e r  p ro secu tion  o f  the

officials o f  L o n d o n  R egional T ra n sp o r t  is ru led  ou t.

(b) Q u es tio n -an sw er s tru c tu re :

J A N  V A N  K U P P E V E L T

A i  Q 2 A 3

^ 2

DT1 =  {Tp |T p c o n s ti tu te d  a.r.o. F J  =

=  {T15T 3}

<?i = W Q i ) a n d  t b -  W Q s ) )

T he  d iscourse  to p ic  is th e  se t o f  to p ic s  defined by these  questions, nam ely 

p e o p le ’s reac tio n  to  th e  o u tc o m e  o f  th e  investigation an d  the  consequence of 

th is ou tcom e.

In  cases w here  a  d isco u rse  c o n ta in s  m ore th a n  one  d iscourse  topic , w e say 

th a t  th e  in te rn a l to p ic -c o m m e n t s tru c tu re  (and re la ted  question-answ er 

s tru c tu re ) o f  th a t  d isco u rses  is d i s c o n t i n u o u s . In  th a t  case th e  d iscourse  can 

be d iv ided  in to  tw o  o r m o re  seg m en ts  which are  m u tu a lly  in co h eren t in 

s tru c tu ra l te rm s. O u r  defin ition  o f  th e  n o tio n  o f d iscourse  to p ic  im plies th a t 

a d isco n tin u o u s  to p ic -c o m m e n t s tru c tu re  alw ays co n ta in s  m o re  th a n  one 

feeder. A  d isco n tin u o u s  to p ic -c o m m e n t s truc tu re  is defined fo r the  d iscourse 

in  exam ple  ( io ) .30

8 . B o u n d  v e r s u s  f r e e  ( u n b o u n d ,  s p o n t a n e o u s )  d i s c o u r s e

W hereas top ics  a n d  sub to p ics  a re  a lw ays co n stitu ted  in  one  p ro d u c tio n  step 

invo lv ing  the  c o n te x tu a l  in d u c tio n  o f  a  (sub)question , the  co n s titu tio n  o f  a 

d iscourse  to p ic  c a n  tak e  several p ro d u c tio n  steps. T h is leads to  a fo rm al

[30] A p a r t  fr o m  th e s e  s o - c a l le d  u n e m b e d d e d  s tru c tu ra l d is c o n t in u it ie s  w e  d is t in g u is h  e m b e d d e d  

d is c o n t in u it ie s .  A s  s h o w n  in  V a n  K u p p e v e l t  (1 9 9 4 a )  th e  la t te r  c o n s t i tu te  in te r v e n in g  s id e  

s tru c tu re s  w h ic h  r e s u lt  f r o m  a t e m p o r a r y  to p ic  d ig r e ss io n , c a u s in g  d e v ia t io n s  f r o m  the  

m a in  s tr u c tu r e  o f  t h e  d is c o u r se .
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d istinc tion  be tw een  b o u n d  d i s c o u r s e  on  the one h a n d  an d  f r e e , u n b o u n d  

o r  s p o n t a n e o u s  d iscourse  o n  the  o th e r  hand . T he  defin itions a re  as follows.

Bound discourse

The  m ain  s tru c tu re  o f  a b o u n d  d iscourse  is d e te rm ined  by  one lead ing  

d iscourse  to p ic  DT1 con s titu ted  in  one p ro d u c tio n  s tep  a t the beg inn ing  o f  

the  d iscourse. T he  developm en t o f  such  a  d iscourse  is, w ith  reg a rd  to  its 

m a in  s tru c tu re , from  the  beg inn ing  b o und  p rog ramm atica lly  by  the  set o f  

top ic -con s titu ting  questions defining D T r

Free (unbound, spontaneous) discourse

T h e  s tru c tu re  o f  a free d iscourse, o n  the  o th e r  h a n d , is de te rm ined  b y  a set 

o f  d iscourse  to p ics  {D T l5 . . . ,  D T J  co n ta in in g  o n e  o r m o re  d iscourse  topics 

(n ^  i), o f  w h ich  th e  c o n s titu tio n  tak es  several p ro d u c tio n  steps. T he 

d evelopm en t o f  a free d iscourse  is thus n o t  b o u n d  p ro g ra m m a tica lly  by a  

single d iscourse  top ic-defin ing  set o f  to p ic -co n s titu tin g  q u estio n s w hich  

have arisen  in  one step  a t th e  beg inn ing  o f  the  d iscourse.

F o r  a  b o u n d  d isco u rse  it ho ld s th a t, i f  top ic  an d  d isco u rse  top ic  co incide, the  

discourse fo rm s an  answ er to  one to p ic -co n stitu tin g  question . If, o n  th e  o ther 

h an d , top ic  a n d  d iscourse  top ic  a re  different, the d iscourse  answ ers a  

question  consisting  o f  a  co n ju n c tio n  o f  to p ic -co n stitu tin g  questions. T he 

topics defined b y  th is q u es tio n  are  co n stitu ted  in  one p ro d u c tio n  step .

T h e  d iscourses in  exam ples (10 ) an d  (2 1) be lo n g  to  th e  ca tego ry  o f  free 

discourse. F o r  ( 10 ), tw o  d iscourse top ics are  defined. B o th  coincide w ith  a  

to p ic -co n stitu tin g  question . F o r  (2 1), on  th e  o th e r  h a n d , only o n e  d iscourse  

top ic  is defined. H ow ever, th e  co n s titu tio n  o f  th is d iscourse  to p ic  tak es  tw o 

p ro d u c tio n  steps, in  each  o f  w hich  a  to p ic -co n stitu tin g  q u es tio n  is asked.

T ypical exam ples o f  b o u n d  d iscourse  a re  n a r r a t i v e s . In  K le in  &  V on 

S tu tte rhe im  (198 7) i t  is a rgu ed  th a t  in  d iscourses o f  th is ty p e  the  m ain  

s tru c tu re  is d e te rm in ed  by a  single (usually  im plicit) q u estio n , called  the  

‘q u a e s tio 5 o f  th e  n a rra tiv e .31 T h is is a specific q u es tio n  w hich  acco u n ts  for 

the  sequen tia l o rd e r  o f  th e  events co m m u n ica ted  in  the  m a in  s tru c tu re  o f  the  

narra tive . I t  is d em o n stra ted , w ith o u t assum ing  th is m a in  s tru c tu re  to  be 

h ierarchical, th a t  the u tte ran ces  w hich  be long  to  i t  to g e th e r  fo rm  an  answ er 

to  th e  m ain  question . In  term s o f  o u r  fram ew o rk  th is q u estio n  is a  topic- 

co n stitu tin g  q u es tio n  defin ing  the  d iscourse  to p ic  o f  th e  lead ing  p a r t  o f  the  

discourse. A ll o th e r  q u estion s belong ing  to  this p a r t  are  d irectly  o r  ind irectly  

con tro lled  by th a t  question , because, th ro u g h  being  answ ered , th ey  are
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[31] S e e  fo r  th e  d is t in c t io n  b e tw e e n  m a i n  s t r u c t u r e  ( ‘a c tu a l  s to r y  l i n e ’, ‘n a r r a t iv e  s k e le t o n ’, 

‘ f o r e g r o u n d ’)  a n d  s i d e  s t r u c t u r e s  ( ‘ s u p p o r te d  m a t e r ia l ’, ‘ f l e s h ’, ‘b a c k g r o u n d ’), fo r  

e x a m p le , H o p p e r  (1 9 7 9 ) ,  K le in  a n d  V o n  S tu tte r h e im  (1 9 8 7 ) ,  L a b o v  (1 9 7 2 ) ,  R e in h a r t  

(1 9 8 4 ) .
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subserv ien t to  the p rog ram  th a t  is associated  w ith  th is  question. Intervening 

u tte rances which do n o t  belong  to  th is m ain  p a r t  o f  th e  narrative, b u t  which 

a re  nevertheless re la ted  to  it (com m ents, ev a lua tio n s , etc.), a re  in our 

fram ew ork  analyzed as realizing  a te m p o ra ry  to p ic  digression w hich may 

also  be h ierarchically  s truc tu red .

A n o th e r d iscourse type  w h ich  p re-em inen tly  belongs to  the category  o f 

b o u n d  discourse are t a s k -o r i e n t e d  d i a l o g u e s . A s w ith  narratives, the 

sentences belonging to  th e  m a in  s tru c tu re  fo rm  to g e th er an  answ er to, 

usually , a single explicit o r  im p lic it to p ic -co n stitu tin g  question  (e.g. How can 

I  replace the flat tyre on my car?). T h is is a specific q uestion  expressing the 

m a in  task  com m unicated  in  the  d iscourse. S u b qu estio n s , o n  the o th e r  hand, 

express subtasks (fo r exam ple, th e  re la ted  su b q u e s tio n  How must I  loosen the 

nuts?). T hey are subserv ien t to  the  p ro g ra m  assoc ia ted  w ith th e  topic- 

constitu ting  q u estio n .32

9 . H i e r a r c h y  o f  s t r u c t u r a l  u n i t s  i n  d i s c o u r s e

T h e  m odel o f  d iscourse s tru c tu re  p resen ted  h ere  im plies th a t a discourse is 

segm ented accord ing  to  a  h ie ra rch y  o f  s tru c tu ra l u n its  w hich  corresponds to 

the following top ic  h ie ra rch y  in  discourse.

Topic hierarchy in discourse

D iscourse topics >  T o p ics  >  S ub top ics

A t the h ighest level a  d iscourse  is segm ented  in  s tru c tu ra l units fo r  each o f 

w hich  a discourse top ic  is defined. A s has been  sa id  earlier, these s truc tu ra l 

u n its  are m u tua lly  u n re la ted  in so fa r  as d iscourse s tru c tu re  is concerned. Each 

o f  these s tru c tu ra l u n its  is itse lf segm ented  in to  o n e  o r m ore  sm aller, b u t 

s truc tu ra lly  related, d iscourse u n its  fo r  w hich  a  to p ic  o r subtopic is defined. 

T h e  relations betw een these subsegm ents a re  inc lusion  re la tions which 

co rrespond  to  the existing h ierarch ica l re la tio n s  betw een  the (sub)topics 

defined fo r the subsegm ents.

T h e  in terna l seg m en ta tio n  s tru c tu re  o f  d iscourse  top ic  units can  be 

d em o n stra ted  by  rep resen ting  th e  q u estio n -an sw er s truc tu re  o f d iscourse 

n o t, as above, in  term s o f  the co n tex t o rien ta tio n  o f  the  (sub)questions, b u t 

in  term s o f  its seg m en ta tio n  acco rd in g  to  th e  to p ic  h ierarchy . This results in 

th e  rep resen ta tion  (22a) fo r  a d iscourse  like (2 1), o r  its flat s truc tu re  varian t

[32] It is argued in  G rosz  (1978  an d  o th er  p u b lica tio n s) th at th e structure o f  a task -orien ted  

dialogue reflects the structure o f  th e  ta sk  co m m u n ica ted  in  it. Our th eory  is n ot in 

disagreem ent w ith th is view» but takes th e structure o f  su ch  a d ia logu e to be b asica lly  a 

question-answ er structure reflecting th e task  structure in  th e  m ain  part o f  th e  d ia logu e,
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in  (22b). A  v isualiza tion  o f  th e  segm en ta tion  s tru c tu re  is p resen ted  in  (22c).

(22) (a) ________________U™,_______________

F 1 U Ti U t 3

Qx x ;  Q, A3

Q2 ^2

(b) CF. [Q, A j uT2[Q2 A 2]] uT3[Q3 A3]]

(c) U DTi

U DTi represents th e  d iscourse  u n it  fo r  w hich  d iscourse to p ic  DTX is defined. 

This discourse u n i t  coincides w ith  the d iscourse  as a  w hole. U T% U Ts an d  U Ta 

represent the d iscourse  u n its  fo r w hich the  defined top ics a re  T ls T 2 and  T 3 

respectively.

10 . T o p i c  s h i f t s

A  final po in t we will consider are  top ic  shifts. A s the cen tra l hypo thesis  o f  th e  

p resen t fram ew ork  suggests, a  top ic  shift im plies a  tran s itio n  fro m  one 

discourse u n it to  an o th e r. H ow ever, the  d iscourse u n its  involved  c a n  be o f  

structurally  different types, depend ing  o n  w hether o r  n o t th e  new  d iscourse  

u n it has a new d iscourse  top ic  defined fo r it. F o r  th a t  reason , a t the h ighest 

level a  subdivision  is m ad e  betw een top ic  shifts realized  u n d e r  th e  sam e 

feeder and those  realized u n d e r  successive feeders. By defin ition , only  the  

la tte r  bring a b o u t a change  o f  d iscourse  topic .
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T o p ic  sh ifts  u n d e r  th e  sa m e  feed er  a n d  th o se  rea lized  u n d er  su ccessive
s s

feed ers are g e n e r a lly  re p re sen te d  b y  TJ*----- ► TJh a n d  T ^1----- > T ^ 1 res 

p ec tiv e ly . D P T T  h o ld s  fo r  b o th  ca teg o r ies  o f  to p ic  sh ifts :  w h e n  th e  q u estio n  

d efin in g  a  to p ic  h a s  b e e n  a n sw er ed  sa tisfa c to r ily , th e  to p ic  s to p s  fu n ctio n in g  

as su ch  a n d  lo s e s  it s  a c tu a lity .

A  to p ic  sh ift  b e lo n g in g  to  th e  first c a te g o ry  is q u ite  stra ig h tfo rw a rd . It is 

rea lized  w h e n , a s  th e  re su lt o f  th e  sam e feed er , a  n ew  to p ic -c o n stitu tin g  

q u e s t io n  ar ises. M a n y  o f  th e se  to p ic  sh ifts w ere  p r e se n te d  in  th e p reced in g  

ex a m p les .

T h e  se co n d  c a te g o r y  o f  to p ic  sh ifts , th o se  rea lized  u n d er  su ccess iv e  feeders, 

c o n s is ts  o f  th ree  ty p e s :  a s s o c i a t e d  t o p i c  s h i f t s , n o n -a s s o c i a t e d  t o pi c  

s h i f t s  a n d  t o p i c  d e s c e n d i n g  s h i f t s . In  th e ca se  o f  a n  a sso c ia te d  to p ic  shift 

th e  n e w  feed er  is , o r  is  d irec tly  p r o v id e d  by, a  p art o f  th e  p reced in g  d isco u rse , 

fo r  in sta n ce  a  se n te n c e  w h ic h  a n sw ers a  q u estio n . A n  ex a m p le  is  th e answ er  

g iv en  to  q u e s t io n  Q x in  (23).

(23) (a) F-l A : W e w o n ’t  see Jones in  the  p u b  th is a fte rn o o n .

Q x B : W h y  n o t?

A ±/F 2 A :  H e  has  to  m eet his d au g h te r  a t  th e  a irp o r t  again .

Q 2 B : W h e re  h a s  she been this tim e?

A 2 A :  T h is  tim e  she has been  to  A frica  to w o rk  fo r V SO .

(b)

F , 0 ,

a , / f 2 q 2

A 2

UDT,

U DT;

T o p ic  sh ift: T f > 4

( T l1 =  f Q/A( Q l ‘)  a n d  T*> =  W Q f t )

(°) uDTl [F , uTl [Q , A ,]]  uDTj[F2 uTJ Q 2 A 2]]

i----- / -----1

T h e  a n sw er  g iv e s  r ise  to  a  n e w  to p ic -c o n st itu t in g  q u e s t io n  Q 2 w h ic h  

in tr o d u c e s  a  n e w  to p ic , th e  te s t  b e in g  p ro v id ed  b y  ST . T h is  to p ic  s h if t  is
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called a s s o c i a t e d , becau se th e quest ion  defin ing the n ew top ic is associa ted  

with  a par t  o f the p reced in g d iscou rse wh ich , d epen d in g on  the fu n ct ion  it  

fulfils, has an  actu a l top ic defin ed  fo r  it.

The sentence w hich  answers the  top ic -constitu ting  question  Qx takes  n o t 

one, bu t two functions in  the  developm ent o f  the  discourse. F irstly , it 

functions as an  answ er to  Q 1? in  which case a  top ic  is defined for this 

sentence. T hereafte r, f rom  the  m om en t the new  top ic -constitu ting  question  

Q 2 is asked, it functions as a feeder in  a techn ical sense. A ssum ing  th a t  a t  th a t  

po in t the sentence fo rm s a sa tisfac to ry  answ er to  Q 1? in  acco rdance  w ith  

DPTT , the topic th a t  is defined fo r  i t  is closed off. I t  has  thereby  changed  in to  

a topicless sentence. By defin ition , a  sentence (u tte ran ce  o r set o f  u tte rances) 

functions as a  feeder in  a  technical sense if  the to p ic  th a t  is defined fo r it is 

no longer p ro m in en t a t  the  m o m e n t o f  question ing . T h is  is the case if  either, 

in  accordance w ith  D P T T , th is top ic  lost i t  ac tu a lity  in  the  d iscourse  or, as 

is explicated in  V an  K u p p ev e lt (1991), it is p u sh ed  aside by  a top ic  digression.

A n associated to p ic  sh ift has the  resu lt th a t  the  q u estio n -an sw er (o r 

corresponding top ic-com m ent) s tru c tu re  o f  the d iscourse  is d iv ided  in to  tw o 

overlapping s tru c tu ra l u n its  th a t  a re  s tru c tu ra lly  u n re la ted . In  (23b) these 

structural un its  a re  in d ica ted  by th e  boxes (a s itu a tio n  is p resen ted  in  w hich 

question Q j has been  answ ered  satisfactorily). T h e  overlap  is the resu lt o f  

sentence A 1/ F 2 w hich , as we have seen, has a d o u b le  fu n c tio n  in  the 

developm ent o f  th e  d iscourse. A  co rresp o n d in g  fla t s tru c tu re  rep resen ta tio n  

o f the segm enta tion  s tru c tu re  o f  th is  d iscourse is p resen ted  in (23c).

In  con trast to  a n  associa ted  top ic  shift, a  non -assoc ia ted  top ic  sh ift results 

from  the in tro d u c tio n  o f  a new  feeder 'f ro m  o u ts id e ’ so to  speak , as w hen  a 

new sreader o n  rad io  o r T V  sta rts  a  new  topic, sw itching  fro m  one crisis to 

another. A  topic  sh ift o f  th is type occu rred  in exam ple  (10 ).

A  topic descending  shift is a special case o f  an  associa ted  top ic  sh ift w hich 

involves a change o f  s ta tu s : a  sub top ic  u n d e r  a n  o ld  top ic  becom es the  new 

topic. This typically  occurs in  cases o f  failed transitiv ity  in the  co n tro l 

relation  betw een questions, th a t is, w hen, given th ree  successive questions 

Q m. Q„ and  Q n is a su b q u estio n  o f  Q ^j ^^0 ^  su b q u estio n  o f  b u t  

is no t a sub q u estio n  o f  Q m. T he  s itu a tio n  is exem plified in  (24).
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(24) (a) F x A : N igel has k icked  his dog  again .

Q x B: W hy?

A x/ F 2 A : H is wife has  a terrib le  headache .

Q 2 B : H o w  com e she h as  a h ead ach e?

A 2 A : She has  been  d rink ing  again .

Q 3 B : W h y  does she get a  head ach e  w hen  she d rin k s?

A 3 A : She alw ays d rinks heavy cocktails.

1 4 3
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(b) Q j ——-+Q j a n d  Q 2—^ - Q 3, b u t  Q i - ^ Q 3.

0 i i
1

1

1

1

1

1

1

1

1

a / f 2 q 2

A  2 Q 2

^ 2

U DT1

U DT2

T o p ic  sh ift: T ^ ! - ^ T ^  b u t  n o t un til q u es tio n  Q 3 

h a s  b een  ask ed .

<Ti' =  fQ/A(Q  i0 a n d  T ?  =  fQ/A(Q ^))

(p) ufDTj [F  i uTi IQ i A , uT2 [Q2 A 2]]] uDT2 [F2 uT2 [Q2 A 2 uT2 [Q3 A 3 ]]]

i_________ j i_________ i
i---------- / ---------- 1

T h e  ap p lica tio n  o f  S T  to  th is  d ia lo g u e  im plies th a t Q 3 is a  sub qu estio n  o f  Q 2 

b u t  n o t  an  (ind irec t) s u b q u e s tio n  o f  Q r  W hen  question  Q a is asked, a to p ic  

shift is realized f ro m  to p ic  T a w h ich  is defined by q u es tio n  Q t to  to p ic  T 2 

w hich is a sso c ia ted  w ith  q u e s tio n  Q 2. T o p ic  T 2 fo rm ed  a  su b to p ic  o f  to p ic  T v 

W h en  q uestion  Q 3 is ask ed , th e  s ta tu s  o f  this sub top ic  has ch an g ed  in the  new  

topic.

L ike an  a sso c ia ted  to p ic  sh ift, a  top ic  descending  sh ift results in  the 

d iv ision  o f  the  q u e s tio n -a n sw e r  s tru c tu re  o f  d iscourse in to  tw o o verlap p in g  

struc tu ra lly  u n re la te d  u n its . H o w ev er, in th is case th e  o verlap  is la rg e r  

because b o th  th e  sen ten ce  A 1/F 2 a n d  th e  question -answ er p a ir  Q 2-A 2 h av e  a  

doub le  fu n c tio n  in  th e  d e v e lo p m e n t o f  th e  discourse. In  (24b) the  u n its  are  

again  in d ica ted  b y  b o x es  (as in  (23b) a s itu a tio n  is p re sen ted  in  w h ich  

question  Qx h a s  b een  an sw ered  sa tisfac to rily ). In  (24c) the  rep re se n ta tio n  o f  

the  co rre sp o n d in g  se g m e n ta tio n  s tru c tu re  o f  th is d iscourse  is p resen ted .

11. C o n c l u s i o n

In  this p ap e r w e h av e  p re sen ted  a n  a lternative  a p p ro a c h  to  d iscou rse  

s truc tu re , one  w h ich  assum es th a t  top ica lity  is the  general o rgan iz in g  

p rincip le  in  d isco u rse . A c c o rd in g  to  this ap p ro ach , th e  seg m en ta tio n
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structure o f  d iscourse  co rresponds w ith  the h ie ra rchy  o f  top ics defined fo r 

the discourse units. F und am en ta l to  th e  given analysis was the  re la tion  

between the n o tio n  o f  top ic  and  th a t  o f  explicit and  implicit question ing  in  

discourse. I t  has been  show n th a t  th is re la tion  implies th e  fo llow ing: firstly, 

th a t the top ic  associa ted  w ith  a d iscourse un it is p rov ided  by the explicit o r  

implicit q ues tion  it answers, and  secondly, th a t  th e  re la tion  between 

discourse u n its  is d e te rm ined  by th e  re la tion  betw een  these top ic-p rov id ing  

questions.

A p rocedu ra l accoun t h as  been  given im plying th a t  the  top ic -comm en t 

structure underly ing  the h ie ra rchy  o f  s tru c tu ra l un its  in  d iscourse  results from  

the process o f  the con tex tu a l induction  o f  explicit and  im plicit top ic-fo rm ing  

questions. W e d istingu ished  th ree  basic  func tiona l p a ram ete rs  in  this process, 

namely: feeders, top ic -constitu ting  questions, and  sub top ic -constitu ting  

subquestions. T ogether, th ey  give rise to  d iscourse  un its  o f  the  h ighest 

structural level fo r  which  a  d iscourse top ic  is defined. H owever, we have 

dem onstra ted  th a t  the  th ree  different types o f  top ics defined fo r the  s tru c tu ra l 

levels we d istingu ished  underly  a un ifo rm  top ic  n o tio n  com pris ing  b o th  th a t  

o f  sentence to p ic  and  d iscourse top ic . A  d iscourse  top ic  has been  analyzed  as 

a (set of) h ig h e r-o rd e r sentence topic(s) the  ac tua lity  o f  w hich  is co n tinu ed  in  

discourse as lo n g  as su b o rd in a ted  top ics arise as the  resu lt o f  subquestion ing ,
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