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The ZPG Letter:
Subjects, Definiteness, and Information-status*

Ellen F. Prince
University of Pennsylvania

0. Introduction

Although terms like ‘discourse analysis’ and ‘text analysis’ have been
around for over 35 years (e.g. Harris 1952a,b), there is still no one gener-
ally accepted theory of discourse on the basis of which one might provide
the analysis of a text. For one thing, one may take two different tacks: the
‘humanistic’ tack, according to which one secks to discover what is special
about or unique to a particular text, what sets it apart from all other texts
of its class or genre, and the ‘scientific’ tack, according to which one seeks
to discover what general principles of texthood are discernible from a single
token of text. "

In what follows, I shall take the latter approach. That is, I shall assume
that a particular naturally-occurring text, the Zero Population Growth
fund-raising letter chosen for analysis by the editors of this volume, is an
unexceptional meémber of its class of texts and therefore is representative of
that genre. Although, as it turns out, I shall present some ‘evidence that
sSuggests that parts of this text are not as natural as they might have been, I
shall present no évidence that the text is in fact different from any other in

*] should like to thank Susan Pintzuk and Shana Poplack for their invaluable help. Thanks are
also due Deborah Dahl, Bob Frank, Jeanette Gundel, Larry Horn, Aravind Joshi, and Yael Ziv
for their very helpful discussions and research (which is of course not to suggest that any of them
agree with anything in this paper). Finally, bolshoy spas’ibo to Tom Samuelian and Sasha
Bobilev. This research was supported in part by NSF IRI84-10413-A02 (A.K. Joshi, Principal
Investigator).
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its genre, since such a demonstration would require an additional corpus of
analogous texts.

Second, a text may be analyzed with respect to any number of vari-
ables: syntactic patterns, syntactic complexity, register, rhetorical devices,
presuppositions and narratee,! and so on, and a complete analysis of any
text would deal with all possible variables. Clearly, that is beyond the scope
of this paper as well as the competence and interests of its author. Rather,
I shall look at just one feature: how subjects differ from nonsubjects in the
text. More specifically, I shall investigate the differences between subjects
and nonsubjects with respect to one formal phenomenon, definiteness, and
one discourse phenomenon, the information-status of the entities that the
subjects and nonsubjects represent.

1. Overview of the ZPG Letter

Before proceeding with a discussion of the analysis, however, let us first
consider briefly the general content and syntactic form of the ZPG letter.

1.1 Content of the ZPG Letter

The letter, addressed to ‘Dear Friend of ZPG’ and signed by its executive
director, is primarily an appeal for money. The particular pretext for this
instance of fund-raising is that (A) a study of urban population-related
problems carried out and published by the organization has elicited an
enormous number of requests for information, (B) it is very important for
the cause that these requests be answered, and (C) the organization cannot
meet these demands without more money, presumably for extra postage,
printing, staff, phone lines, and so forth. A secondary goal of the letter is a
request to the addressee to fill out an enclosed questionnaire about what
they have heard about the above-mentioned study and where.

1.2 Syntactic Form of the ZPG Letter

First, there are 56 clauses, distributed as follows:
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(1) Clauses in ZPG letter:

Finite Segment # Nonfinite Segment # Total
Main: 23: 4,5,6,7,8,9,10, [DN.A] 23
11,12,13,14,

15(2x),16,17,18,
18,19,20,21,22,

22,23,29,30

Subord.: 16: 7(2x),9(2x), 17: 6(2x),9,10(2x), 33
10(3x),11, 11,12,14,17,18,
18(2x),19,20, 19,21(3x),23,
23(3x),30 30(2x)

Total: 39 17 56

These clauses display a fair amount of syntactic variation. Five finite
clauses are passive (Segments 15 (2x), 20, 23, 29), and there is one paren-
thetical (Segment 23). In addition, there is a good deal of embedding of
finite clauses — three complement clauses (Segments 7, 9, 30), six relative
clauses (Segments 9, 10 (2x), 18, 20, 23), two free relatives (Segments 11,
23), one indirect question (Segment 10), three adverbial clauses (Segments
7, 18, 19), and one comparative subdeletion (Segment 23).2 Finally, there is
some noncanonical word order: three preposed adverbial phrases (Seg-
ments 4, 9, 10), four preposed infinitivals (Segments 14, 18, 20, 21), and
two preposed finite adverbial clauses (Segments 7, 19), and there is one
extraposed relative clause (Segment 20).

Interestingly, however, there is no clause in which arguments of the
verb — (surface) subject or object NPs — occur out of their canonical posi-
tion.3 That is, there is no Topicalization, no Inversion, no Dative-Shift or
Particle-Shift, and no Heavy NP-Shift. In addition, there are no There-sen-
tences. Thus, this text lends itself well to a study of the discourse-related
properties of canonical subjects and objects, in particular to those that tend
to distinguish (canonical) subjects from other verb-arguments.

2. Two Properties of Subjects: Definite and ‘Old’

As is well known, NPs representing discourse entities, or ‘referring expres-
sions’ in the broadest sense, do not occur in different syntactic positions
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randomly. Among other things, it has often been claimed or argued that
whether an NP is a subject or not is related to its definiteness and to the
information-status of the discourse entity it represents: subjects tend to be
definite and tend to represent old information.* Note that these are simply
statistical tendencies. See, for example, the comparison of subjects and
topics in Li and Thompson 1976, where it is argued that the tendency -of
subjects to be definite and ‘old’ corresponds to a categorical requirement
for topics.

Of course, what is at issue here are ‘canonical’ subjects, subjects which
occur in unmarked/canonical position. In English, this means preverbal
subjects, as in (2), in contrast to noncanonical subjects, as in (3):

(2) a. Leebought a book.
b. The book was written by a Russian.
c. Tomorrow she’ll buy another book.

3) There was a book on the shelf.
On the table was lying a pamphlet.

Nothing else did 7 see.

That is, the sentences of (2), whether active (2a,c) or passive (2b), whether
subject-initial (2a,b) or not (2c), have their subject in the canonical prever-
bal position. In contrast, the sentences of (3) have their subjects in some
noncanonical postverbal position.$ :

As mentioned above, the particular claims we shall consider about the
relationship between definiteness and information-status, on the one hand,
and subjecthood, on the other, are basically that canonical subjects tend to
be definite (e.g. Li and Thompson 1976, Givon 1976, Keenan 1976, inter
alia) and to represent old information (e.g. Linde 1973, Chafe 1976,
Keenan 1976, Silva-Corvaldn 1983, Lambrecht 1986, inter alia). In what
follows, we shall analyze the ZPG letter with respect to these two claims. In
particular, we shall consider the following questions. First, given that infor-
mation can be ‘old’ in a variety of ways, which definition of ‘old’ informa-
tion is relevant to subjecthood? And, second, can we tease apart the impor-
tance of ‘old’ information from that of definiteness? That is, are these two
independent variables each having an effect on subjecthood, or does one in
fact follow from the other? However, before dealing with the details of the
analysis, a discussion of these two phenomena is in order.
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2.1 Definiteness

Although the notion of definiteness/indefiniteness seems to be relatively
straightforward, it in fact has been subject to a good deal of confusion. In
particuldr, it is taken to be a formal property of NPs but, often at the same
time, it is also taken to be a conceptual property of entities in a discourse
model.

Formal definiteness pertains to the marking of the NP as definite or
indefinite in those languages like English which have such a marking.
Marking of definite NPs in English may be done by the definite article
(the), demonstrative articles (this, that, and so forth), possessive adjectives
(e.g. my house, her work), personal pronouns (e.g. I, they), and (unmod-
ified) proper nouns (e.g. Sandy, Bill Mann, Italy). In addition, certain
quantifiers (e.g. all, every) have been argued to be definite. Marking of
indefinite NPs in English may be done by the indefinite articles (a, the zero
article) and by other quantifiers, including the numerals (e.g. some, any,
one, six). Thus, whether a given NP is formally definite or indefinite is
decidable, entirely and exclusively, on the basis of the form of that NP,

At the same time, it is frequently claimed that only indefinite NPs may
occur in, say, There-sentences (e.g., most recently, Safir 1985:91). This
predicts the difference in grammaticality/felicity found in the two versions
of (4b) (the symbol # indicates that the sentence is infelicitous):

(4) a. A/The man was in the room.
b. There was a/dkthe man in the room.

However, as noted in Rando and Napoli 1978, Ziv 1981, and elsewhere, it
is simply not true that only indefinites may occur in There-sentences, as
shdwn in5: ;
(5) a. There were the same people at both conferences.
b. There was the usual crowd at the beach.
¢. There was the stupidest article on the reading list.

Likewise, if the claim that only indefinites occur in There-sentences is to
account for all the facts — that is, that all and only indefinites occur in
There-sentences — then a problem arises with plural generics, which are
formally indefinite but which cannot occur in There-sentences. That is, the
same formally indefinite NP can have a generic understanding, as in (6), or
a nongeneric understanding, as in (7); only the nongeneric understanding is
available in There-sentences, as in (8):

















































































