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THEORY OF COMMUNICATIVE SENTENCE STRUCTURE
AS A REFLECTION OF TOPIC-RHEMATIC RELATIONS

This theory allows the definitions of “topic-rema” to be divided into two types. The first type
of definitions identifies the notion of “topic” with «data”, i.e. with those parts of sentences which are
carriers of information already known from the context (or situation), and “rhema” with a sentence
segment which is a carrier of new information. According to another type of definitions, the subject is
the subject of speech, and the rhema is what is reported about the subject of speech. The supporters
of the first type of definitions include A. Weil, P. Adamets, S. Kuno. The second type of definitions goes
back to the works of other prominent scholars: G. Gabelenz, P. Sgall, etc.

The main argument put forward against the first type of treatment of the “topic” and “rhema”
membership, based on the “given” and “new” of the reported information, is that the rhema can
also refer to the “given”. On the other hand, the topic can also be independent of the antecedent
context. The objections raised have led the authors of new research to resort to more cautious
formulations. For example, it has become quite obvious: the function of topic can be performed not
only by an element known from the context, but also by members of sentences that point to a known,
unambiguously identifiable phenomenon within a given concrete reality.

One of the conditions for singling out any members of a sentence as a topicalization is contextual
constraint, i.e. the presence of the given concept in the preceding part of the text, as well as the presence
of data about the object arising from the situation and from the general conditions of the given
utterance. The second condition of topicalization is a low degree of communicative load of the given

sentence member. The term “communicative load” is a paraphrase of the term ‘“communicative

k]

dynamism”, i.e. a hierarchy determined by the case function and the degree of information load
of the members in the semantic structure of the sentence.
Key words: theory, communicative structure, thematization, sentence member, communicative

load, actualization.

The problem statement. According to V. Math-
esius, formal-grammatical membership, is related to
the construction of the sentence, its structure; topical
membership in turn is established in accordance with
“the extent to which the sentence involves a certain
real and speech situation” [10, p. 106]. Among those
linguistic means that provide topical membership in
different types of linguistic texts V. Mathesius put the
word order in the first place in all variants. According
to the scientist’s observations, the most usual word
order in a sentence is the one when the statement is
its starting point. The scientist called this word order
objective. The order of succession when the base and
the core of the statement change places, W.Mathesius
called subjective.

The purpose of the work is to analyze the theory
of the communicative structure of a sentence as a
reflection of thematic-rhematic relations.
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The main material. Another linguist Fibras noted
that the objective word order proclaimed by W. Math-
esius “is most characteristic of the Slavic group of
languages” [1, p. 36]. At the same time, he empha-
sized that “regardless of the syntactic redistribution
of the semantic components of the sentence and in
the languages of the Germanic group, their sequence
is also characteristic of the expression of semantic or
informational structures™ [2, p. 38].

P. Adamec back in the distant 1966 was one of the
first not only in Czech but also in world linguistics
to try to carry out a comparative analysis of senten-
ces of various constructions with the languages of the
Germanic group, English in the first place. He based
his classification on the spectrum of different linear-
dynamic structures, while at the same time defining
those “syntactic constructions” that emerged on the
basis of these structures.
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P. Adamec’s study thus significantly advanced the
study of word order in the two languages of interest
to us in this dissertation. Henceforth, when establish-
ing topic-meaning relations in linguistic texts, none
of the objectively thinking scholars could do without
confirming the significance of such a factor of topical
membership as word position.

Probably inspired by the results of the Prague
School’s research, linguists from other countries
also began to use this idea to explain lexico-seman-
tic and syntactic phenomena of other languages. For
example, M. Halliday [6] used the theory of com-
municative membership to justify the phenomena of
phrase accentuation of syntactic transformations in
English, I. Bekeshi — to explain the structural features
of text units equal to a paragraph.

After the publication of the named and some other
works, the problem of topical membership is inextric-
ably linked with various means of its expression.
For example, many foreign scholars propose to con-
sider lexicon, grammar and syntax as a whole from
the communicative-functional perspective [Leech,
Svartik 1983 [9], Valin 1997 [13], Koktova 1999 [8].

In the last two or three decades of the 20th cen-
tury, the theory of communicative membership has
received a clear focus on the study of the semantic
meaning of texts in connection with their structur-
ization [6]. Further, from the time of G. Gabelenz’s
research in this field up to our days, linguists have
more and more effectively and widely applied the
theory of communicative membership to describe
different languages, English first of all, because it
was easier to carry out comparative analysis of
the subject and rheme on their basis. However, the
obvious drawback of many studies was that they
were not based on common, generally accepted
terms and concepts.

Thus, W. Mathesius introduced the term (“actual
division of the sentence”), but soon other terms
appeared in European linguistics, namely: “infor-
mation structure of the clause” — Halliday’s term;
functional sentence perspective — Danesh’s term);
“contextual utterance organization” — Fibras’s term);
“topic-comment structure” — Hes-Lutich’s term;
“theme-rheme structure” — Halliday’s term and some
others. However, we would like to note with satis-
faction that “topical membership” proved to be the
most appropriate for English texts, because they are
known to have a mobile word order. It was this term
of Matesius that gave impetus to the development of
the theory of “communicative membership”. This
theory reflects the topic-meaning relations in linguis-
tic texts in the best possible way.

Probably, following M.A. Halliday, many authors
[3; 9; 2] have increasingly started to use both inter-
pretations of communicative membership as relevant:
the first interpretation is taken into account as member-
ship into “topic” and “comment” (topic-comment), and
the second — into “topic” and “rhema” respectively.

As it turned out, a known sentence member can
also act as a rhema, which means that “givenness” is
no longer regarded as a sufficient criterion for defin-
ing a theme. Along with familiarity and givenness,
the criterion of presence in the foreground in the
recipient’s consciousness according to the speaker’s
assumption, correlation of the communicative act
with a limited segment of reality, as well as presence
“on the surface” in the consciousness of the speaker
and the recipient also act as characteristic features of
the topic [5]. M.A. Halliday, Quirk, Greenbaum [6]
identify the feature of topic familiarity with deductive
ability, reproducibility and predictability.

This interpretation of the theory of communica-
tive membership turned out to be similar to the inter-
pretation common in the Prague School, according to
which the subject is the member of the sentence char-
acterized by the lowest degree of “communicative
dynamism” and the rhema represents an antonym-
ous process. J. Fibras, dealing with this issue, con-
cluded that communicative dynamism is “the full-
fledged deployment of information in the course of
the generation of an utterance, as well as the rela-
tive contribution of each member of the sentence to
the presentation of the information to be communi-
cated. With regard to “communicative dynamism,
also the main problem is the lack of a precise def-
inition and a unified interpretation” [5, ¢. 113—114].
According to A. Svoboda [7], “it is possible to accur-
ately calculate the level of communicative dynamism
in relation to any members of sentences, which — as
this scientist believes — is inversely proportional to
contextual dependence. This dependence, in turn,
can be determined by calculating the grammatical
and functional levels of the same or related elements
of the text” [7, c. 53].

This statement of Freedom could well, in our opin-
ion, be taken as a working definition of the theory
we are discussing. However, we must admit that it
is more theoretical than practical. We believe that
Fibras’s statements are of a more applied character for
the study of topic-rematic relations. Thus, giving his
examples, J. Fibras emphasizes that “communicative
dynamism does not depend primarily on contextual
subordination, but primarily on the case function of
sentence members, i.e. on their semantic load in the
case structure of the sentence” [5, p. 35].
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Developing the ideas of V. Mathesius and his
student J. Fibras suggests “to consider a sentence
as a gamut of shades of communicative dynamism,
from zero to the maximum degree” [11, p. 10]. As the
degree of communicative dynamism increases, the
main elements become more and more rhema, as their
semantic-contextual, and, consequently, communica-
tive load increases. The binary division of the sentence
into core and base, or theme and rhema, is replaced by
the understanding of the sentence as a gamut of avai-
lable shades of communicative dynamism, which are
carried by different words in the sentence.

There is no exact boundary between thematic and
rhema groups of words, the transition from one to the
other is gradual, and different words have different
shades of thematicity and rhema; these shades depend
on different factors: on the semantic weight of the
word, on its contextual relations, on the grammatical
construction of the phrase, on the position of the word
in the sentence.

P. Sgall demonstrates a fundamentally different
approach to this problem. He considers the subject to
be the subject of speech, and the rheme to be what we
assert about the subject of speech. In most of his vari-
ations, this scientist identifies communicative struc-
tures of sentences with logical constructions. In con-
trast to this statement, P. Sgall and his colleagues [12]
believe that the difference between logical and seman-
tic sentence structures is that in the latter, sentence
members are also capable of performing communica-
tive functions, while in the former they are not.

The studies of the early 1970s are also character-
ized by the combination of two approaches in treating
the elements of communicative sentence structures:
“topic + rheme” and “topical + comment”. What does
this mean? At first glance, the definitions of “topik”
and “comment”, introduced by C.F. Hockett, which
are rather florid for the terms, nevertheless quickly
gained popularity among the representatives of the
Prague school, temporarily even replacing “topic”
and “rhema”. P. Sgall and his colleagues believe that
the phrase structure “topical comment” is one of the
manifestations of the communicative process in the
course of which the speaker brings to the fore a con-
cept known to the recipient and attempts to change the
recipient’s perception of it.

Further research in the 1980s and 1990s on
the communicative membership of sentences
revealed that there is more than just the same-
type relevant communicative dichotomy in sen-
tences. It is not accidental that a decade ear-
lier, more precisely in 1974, in the publication
of the Prague School’s research under the gen-
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eral editorship of F. Danesh, along with the trad-
itional “topic-rema” and “topical-comment” divi-
sion, a three-component and even four-component
communicative membership of sentences is found for
the firsttime. For example, E. Benesch proposes mem-
bership into “topic” and “base”, and within the base
he singles out “rhema”. J. Fibras proposes the mem-
bership “topic-transition-rema”, W. Dressler — the
structures “topic +rhema” and “topik + comment” [4].

Of all the variety of approaches to the interpreta-
tion of topical sentence membership, we can designate
the main one, called by most authors “topical-com-
ment” (Iess often “topic-rema”). It is based on the fact
of separating the nominal or adverbial introductory
segment of a sentence from its integral part, i.e. it is
a membership based on the given as well as the new
content of the reported information and assuming the
presence of a marked segment in the sentence — a car-
rier of new information.

The center of research of “topical-comment” struc-
tures, which is based on the former interpretation of
communicative membership of sentences, at present,
that is, even in the first decade of the XXI century,
is the University of California. First of all, we should
mention here the works of C.N. Lee and S.A. Thomp-
son, who were engaged in the development of the
syntactic side of this problem.

C.N. Lee and S.A. Thompson recognize that in the
syntactic systems of some languages the topical-com-
ment structure plays the same determining role as
the subject-noun structure in the syntactic systems of
other languages. The syntactic systems of languages
belonging to two different types of communicative
sentence membership, which the authors classify as
topic-prominence and subject-prominence, differ sig-
nificantly from each other. C.N. Lee and S.A. Thomp-
son believe that the phenomenon of relative subject or
topical prominence, which is present in the syntactic
system of every language, can be used to construct a
syntactic typology of langu

C.N. Lee and S.A. Thompson did not conduct a
systematic comparative analysis of the syntax of top-
ical-prominent and subject-prominent languages, but,
despite this, they managed to reveal a large number
of features inherent in different types of languages.
For example, in subject-prominent languages there
is a formal subject, the use of which is obligatory in
cases with a subjectless predicate (e.g. impersonal
verbs), while in topical-prominent languages there is
no such phenomenon. The use of passive construc-
tions is characteristic of subject-prominent languages;
the possibility of omitting the anaphoric pronoun
in subject-prominent languages depends on the form
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of the subject, and in topical-prominent languages on
the topical. The choice of topics in subject-promin-
ent languages is largely restricted, whereas in topic-
al-prominent languages this choice is free.

Inassessing other features, C.N. Lee and S.A. Thomp-
son express controversial opinions, for example, they
believe that in subject-prominent languages sentences
with the structure “topical-comment” do not belong
to the main types of sentences. The topical functions
in English are performed only by such members of sen-
tences which have shifted to the beginning by means
of transformations called topicalization or left disloca-
tion by the authors, for example, John, I haven’t seen;
As for John, I haven’t seen [2, p. 156—158].

At the same time, we note that there are more than
a dozen alternatives to the terms topic and rhema in
the linguistic literature, except for the “topical com-
ment” we have considered in detail. To designate
the concept of the subject of judgment expressed
verbally in a sentence, such terms as “subject of
utterance”, “psychological subject”, “given”, “basis
of utterance”, “topic”, “background”, “topic” are
used. Predicate was labeled by G. Paul as “meaning-
ful word”, other grammarians have it as “valuable”,
“psychological predicate”, “new”, “core of an utter-
ance”, “rhema”, “predicator”, “focus”, “comment”,
V.D. Ivshin in one of his recent works proposes
the term “predicam”. The use of the concepts of
“psychological predicate” and “psychological sub-
ject” back in the early days of the study of semantic
sentence membership is connected with the name of
such a scientist as G. Paul, who used the mentioned
membership to explain the semantic and functional
differences of different topic-rematic variants within
one complex sentence.

The “strong”, in his terminology, member of the
sentence, he considered the psychological predi-
cate, on which falls the logical accent and the mes-
sage, which is the actual purpose of the statement.
Another emphasis, in his opinion, falls on the psych-
ological subject; other less emphasized members of
the sentence perform the role of connecting members
[11, p. 310]. The progressiveness of G. Paul’s views
consisted in the fact that it is possible to distinguish
these concepts in almost every sentence, except for
those rare cases when the psychological subject or,
perhaps, the predicate is implicit in the speech situa-
tion itself. Regarding the sequence of these two com-
ponents of sentences, the scientist noted that in human
consciousness the psychological subject always pre-
cedes the psychological predicate, however, in speech
this order can be inverted. In most cases there are
no restrictions regarding the case function and what
category of parts of speech are expressed by the mem-
bers of the sentence, acting as a psychological subject
and predicate, but the negation or question word will
always be psychological predicates.

Conclusions. Thus, the main components of topical
sentence membership are nowadays considered by lin-
guists from different aspects depending on the nature
and tasks of the research. In this connection, it seems to
us more legitimate to use the traditional terms — subject
and rheme — to name the two basic members of this
dichotomy because of the greater neutrality of the inter-
nal form of these words. We believe that these terms
most clearly denote the essence of the phenomena
themselves. In the future, when referring to the various
means of expressing rhema-thematic relations in differ-
ent linguistic texts in English, we will adhere to these
terms, which, we repeat, are traditional and well-proven.
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Baaiesa I. 1. TEOPISI KOMYHIKATUBHOI CTPYKTYPH ITPONO3UIIII SIK BIZIOBPAKEHHSI
TEMATUKO-PEMATUYHUX BITHOCUH

Y emammi oocnidaicerno meopito KOMyHIKamMueHoi cmpykmypu npono3uyii, axa meopis 003680J:€ po30iiumu
BU3HAYEHHS «meMa-pemay Ha 08a munu. [lepuiuti mun UHaAUeHb OMOMONCHIOE NOHAMMA KINEeMA» 3 KOAHUMUY,
mMoOmMO 3 MUMU YACMUHAMU NPONO3UYIL, SIKI € HOCIAMU IHGopmayii, edice 8i0oMoi 3 kKonmekcmy (abo cumyayii),
a «pemay — 3 cez2Menmom nPono3uyii, Hocitl Ho6oi ingopmayii. 32i0H0 3 THUWUM MUNOM BUSHAYEHD, CYO '€Kkm —
ye npeomem MO8U, a pema-ye me, o NOBIOOMIAEMbCA NPO NpeoMem Mo8U. J{o NPUXUIbHUKIE Nepuioco muny
susHauens gionocamocs A.Beiinw, 11. Adameyw, C. Kyno. [pyeuii mun euznavenv cxooums 00 pooim iHuiux
suodamnux euenux: I. I'abenenya, I1. Ceanna ma in.

OcHogHuilli apeymenm, GUCYHYMUL NPOMU NEPUIO20 MUny MmMpaxKmyearHHs NPUHALEHCHOCHE 00 «meMuy
i “rhema’”, 3aCcHO8aHUL HA « OAHILY | KHOBOLY IHGhOPMAYTTL, U0 NOBIOOMAAEMBCSL, NOASA2AE 8 MOMY, W0 rhemamodice
MAKodIC CMABUMUCSL 00 «0aH020». 3 IHUW020 DOKY, meMa MaKoxtc Moxice OYmu He3aNeNCHOI0 8I0 NONEPEOHbO2O
Konmexcny. Bucnoeneni zanepeuenns smycuiu agmopis H08020 00CHIONCEHHS 80AMUCS 00 OLIbU 0DEPEeNCHUX
dopmynosans. Hanpuknao, cmano yiikom o4esuoHo. GYHKYII0 meMu Moice UKOHY8AMU He MITbKU eleMeH,
si0oMull 3 KOHmMeKCmy, a U WieHu npono3uyil, wo Ka3yioms Ha 8i0ome, 0OHO3HAYHO i0eHmugiKogane ssuuye
8 PaAMKAX OaHOI KOHKPEemHOI peaibHOCHi.

Oonieio 3 ymog 6uoieHHss 0yO0b-AKUX YleHi6 NPOonos3uyii 6 sKocmi memamuszayii € KOHMeKCmydibHe
obmedcents, mobmo HAAHICMb O0AHO20 NOHAMMSA 8 NONePeOHill YACMUHI MeKCMY, a MAaKoXC HAABHICMb
Oanux npo 06°ckm, Wo SUNIUBAIOMb i3 cumyayii i i3 3a2albHUX YMO8 OAHO020 BUCTO8II08AHHA. [pyeoro
VYMOB0I0 aKMyanizayii € HU3bKa CmMyninb KOMYHIKAMUBHOT HABAHMANICEHHS 0aH020 Ynena nponosuyii. Tepmin
«KOMYHIKAMUGHe HABAHMANCEHHA) € NAPAPPA3ZoM MEPMIHA «KOMYHIKAMUBHUL OUHAMI3MY», MOOMO iEpapxis,
SAKQ BUBHAUAEMbCSL 6IOMIHKOBOI (PyHKYI€EI0 | cmynenem iHhopMayitino20 HABAHMANCEHHS YLEHI8 8 CEMAHMUYHIT
CIMPYKmMypi nponosuyii.

Knwouosi cnosa: meopis, KomyHiKamueHa cmpyKkmypa, memamu3ayis, yieH npono3uyii, KOMyHIKamueHe
HABAHMANCEHHS, AKMYANIZaAYisl.
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