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Topi c an d Comment  i n Spoke n Sentenc e 
Comprehensio n 

Hans Brunner 
Universit y o f  Indian a 

Chomsky (1965 )  ha s define d th e Topi c 
of  a  sentenc e a s "th e leftmos t  U P 
immediatel y dominate d b y S  i n th e surfac e 
structure "  an d Comment  as ,  quit e simply , 
"th e res t  o f  th e string" .  Other s hav e 
eithe r  define d o r  use d thes e tw o concept s 
t o denote ,  amon g othe r  things ,  th e 
distinctio n betwee n (1 )  "new "  informatio n 
and informatio n tha t  ha s alread y bee n 
conveye d (e.g. ,  Clar k &  Haviland ,  1977) , 
(2 )  th e notion s o f  "psychologica l  subject " 
and "psychologica l  predicate "  (e.g. , 
Hornby ,  1972) ,  o r  (3 )  th e "current "  vs . 
"presupposed "  informatio n o f  a  sentenc e 
(e.g. ,  Halliday ,  1967) .  Differin g 
interpretation s aboun d and ,  i n th e word s o f 
deBeaugrand e (1980) ,  "i t  ha s remaine d 
unclea r  precisel y wha t  phenomeno n w e ar e 
dealin g with" . 

The purpos e o f  thi s researc h wa s t o 
investigat e th e role s o f  "topic "  an d 
"comment "  i n differen t  semanti c an d 
syntacti c contexts .  T o d o thi s w e use d th e 
gatin g paradigm ,  a  procedur e i n whic h 
spoke n sentence s ar e repeatedl y presente d 
t o subjects ,  th e amoun t  o f  spectra l 
informatio n fro m eac h constituen t  wor d 
bein g graduall y increase d wit h eac h 
successiv e repetition .  I n th e firs t 
presentatio n o f  eac h sentence ,  th e spectra l 
gat e siz e (i.e. ,  duratio n fro m th e onset ) 
of  eac h wor d wa s onl y 5 0 msecs .  Th e 
remainde r  o f  eac h wor d wa s replace d wit h 
envelope-shape d noise ,  a  procedur e whic h 
eliminate s th e spectra l  informatio n whil e 
preservin g prosodi c fluctuation s i n th e 
intensit y o f  th e speech .  Eac h targe t 
sentenc e wa s repeate d 1 0 times ,  th e gat e 
size s bein g increase d i n 5 0 mse c increment s 
acros s repetitions .  Subject s wer e 
instructe d t o simpl y writ e dow n whateve r 
the y coul d understan d afte r  eac h 
presentatio n o f  th e sentence .  Th e 
dependen t  measur e o f  interes t  wa s th e 
amount  o f  spectra l  informatio n (i.e. ,  th e 
"gat e size" )  necessar y fo r  comprehensio n o f 
each wor d i n th e sentence . 

Thi s techniqu e wa s applie d t o th e 
curren t  issu e b y transformin g th e synta x o f 
simple ,  declarativ e sentence s s o a s t o var y 
th e topicalizatio n o f  subjec t  an d objec t 
nouns fro m on e sentenc e versio n t o th e 
next .  Ou r  syntacti c transformations ,  take n 
fro m a  stud y b y Hornb y (1972 )  ar e show n 
below : 
(i)The farmer plowed the field. 
(2)Th e fiel d wa s plowe d b y th e farmer . 
(3)I t  wa s th e farme r  wh o plowe d th e field . 
(4)I t  wa s th e fiel d tha t  th e farme r  plowed . 
(5)Th e on e wh o plowe d th e fiel d wa s th e 

farmer . 
(6)lVha t  th e farme r  plowe d wa s th e field . 
Hornby (1972) showed that agent of a 
sentenc e serve s a s th e topi c whe n presente d 
i n syntacti c structure s wit h a  clef t  objec t 
(sentenc e 4) ,  pseudoclef t  objec t  (6 )  o r  i n 
activ e sentence s (1 )  an d a s th e comment 
when presente d eithe r  i n passiv e sentence s 
(2 )  o r  i n sentence s wit h clef t  (3 )  o r pseudoclef t  (5 )  agents .  Th e objec t  take s on a  complementar y role ,  bein g par t  o f  th e comment  wher e th e agen t  i s topicalized ,  an d vic e versa .  Th e topi c o f  eac h o f  o f  eac h 

syntacti c for m ha s bee n underlined ,  above , 
accordin g t o thi s criterion .  I n thi s stud y 
we capitalize d o n thi s exchang e o f  role s s o 
that ,  whe n comparin g th e overal l  effect s o f 
topi c vs .  comment  status ,  w e woul d b e 
comparin g eac h wor d agains t  differen t 
token s o f  itself . 

Armchai r  theorist s hav e bee n assertin g 
fo r  som e tim e no w tha t  th e topi c o f  a 
sentenc e (1 )  receive s les s intonationa l 
stres s (i.e. ,  lowe r  amplitud e an d F O an d a 
shorte r  duration )  i n productio n an d (2 )  i s 
somehow prerequisit e fo r  correc t 
interpretatio n o f  th e comment .  I f  thi s i s 
true ,  the n comprehensio n o f  an y give n wor d 
shoul d requir e les s spectra l  informatio n 
when i t  function s a s topi c tha n whe n i t  i s 
stretche d ou t  i n tim e a s par t  o f  th e 
comment  o n wha t  ha s bee n topicalized . 
Moreover ,  i f  th e functionalis t  approac h i s 
correct ,  the n ther e shoul d b e a 
well-ordere d interactio n betwee n 
topicalizatio n an d syntax ,  wit h agent s 
requirin g a  smalle r  minima l  gat e siz e i n 
activ e sentence s an d sentence s wit h clef t 
and pseudoclef t  objects ,  wher e the y ar e 
topicalized ,  tha n i n th e remainin g thre e 
syntacti c forms ,  wher e the y ar e par t  o f  th e 
comment.  An d onc e again ,  th e convers e 
shoul d obtai n fo r  th e objec t  o f  eac h 
sentence . 

Neithe r  o f  thes e prediction s wa s 
supporte d b y th e results :  Th e amoun t  o f 
spectra l  informatio n necessar y fo r  wor d 
recognitio n di d no t  decreas e a s a  functio n 
of  increasin g topicalization .  Moreover , 
ther e wa s a  significan t  mai n effec t  o f 
synta x (F (  5  ,  270)=«26.18) ,  resultin g fro m a n 
increas e i n th e amoun t  o f  spectra l 
informatio n necessar y fo r  wor d recognitio n 
as th e synta x o f  sentence s becam e mor e 
complex . 

Thes e result s shoul d no t  b e construe d 
as evidenc e agains t  th e functionalis t 
approac h t o sentenc e comprehension .  Ou r 
sentence s wer e presente d ou t  o f  context ,  i n 
th e absenc e o f  an y large r  tex t  o r  dialogu e 
fraimework .  Thus ,  i t  i s  doubtfu l  tha t  th e 
topicalize d word s i n thes e stimul i  reall y 
represente d anythin g aki n t o "given "  o r 
"presupposed "  informatio n fo r  th e subjects . 
Nonetheless ,  thes e result s d o serv e t o 
constrai n som e o f  th e notion s tha t  hav e 
been advance d abou t  th e natur e o f  topi c an d 
comment  i n th e processin g an d structur e o f 
language .  The y mak e i f  quit e clea r  tha t 
"topic "  an d "comment "  ar e textual ,  rathe r 
tha n syntacti c o r  structuralis t  concepts . 
Thus ,  an y effor t  t o defin e thes e construct s 
withou t  referenc e t o intersententia l 
relation s simpl y misse s th e purpos e o f 
topicalizatio n i n real-tim e processing . 
However ,  th e result s als o demonstrat e tha t 
i t  i s  importan t  no t  t o los e sigh t  o f 
syntacti c effect s i n tex t  processing .  Th e 
syntacti c constraint s o f  thes e sentence s 
di d muc h mor e tha n jus t  contro l  th e focu s 
of  attention ;  the y ha d profound ,  top-dow n 
effect s o n th e overal l  spee d o f identificatio n a s well . The curren t  result s ar e onl y th e firs t i n a  serie s o f  experiment s o n thi s issue . I n thi s talk ,  I  wil l  als o discus s th e effect s o f  simila r  manipulation s o n material s presente d i n variou s textua l frameworks .  7 3 
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