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Learning to form coherent groups of sentences relating to one topic (that
iz — learning to form texts) is one of the most important tasks an individuak
faces as he learng his first language, for without this ability he would be
virtually unable to communicate. Children begin to control this aspect of
language from an early age when they learn the first rudiments of intonation
and stress location. The difference hetween John walked home last night and
Jokn walked home last night lies in the relation the two sentences have to.
previous context. This signal is learned quite early. All normal adult native
speakers, therefore, are able to form coherent groups of sentences on a given
topic. It is abundantly clear to the composition teacher, however, that not
all normal adult native speakers control this aspect of language equally well:
in written language. Some, indeed, are quite poor at writing coherent se-
quences of sentences.

This paper asks the question — what do good writers do to show how the-
sentences they write form a coherent structure? What signals do they use?
In order to see the signals in their clearest and most obvious form we have
begun our analysis with a body of toxts which have been analyzed and pre-
sented by Francis Christensen as examples of good paragraphs. Thesc para-
graphs have been chosen by Mr. Christensen because they are clear examples of
various kinds of paragraph structures, His analysis consists of outlining the
sentences of each paragraph. (See Chart A).

It should be mentioned that an outline is essentially an expression of levels-
of relevance, or, in other words, coordination and subordination. If two
points are at the same level of relevance, they are coordinate, while if two
points are relafed but at different levels of relevance, one is subordinate to the-
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Chart A

1 The other [mode of thought] is the scientific method.

f e 2 It sabjocts the conelusions of reason to tho srbitrarpent of hard fact to build
an increasing body of tested knowledgo.

£ Y 2 It refuses to ask questions that cannot be answered, and rejects such ans-
wers &% cannot be provided except by Revelation.

s fRR 2 It discovers the relatedness of all things in the universo — of the motion

of the moon to the influence of tho earth and sun, of tho nature of the orga-
nizm to its environment, of human civilization to the cenditions under
which 1t 18 made.

4. 2 I¢ introduces history inlo overytidng.
B...... 3 Stars and scenery have their history, alike with plant species or human
institutions,
. | R and nothing iz intelligible without somo knowledge of its past.
i S 4 Az Whiteheard has said, each cvent is tho reflection or effect of every otlier
event, past as well as present.
- . S 2 It rejects dualism.
D 3 The supernatural is in part the region of the natural that has not vet been
understood, in part an invention of human fantagy, in part the unknowable.
F0ewsie: 3 Body and soul ure not scparato
LR and Man is that portion of the universal world-stuff that has evolved until
1t 18 capable of rational and purposeful valuos.
2 L 4 His place in the universe is to continue that cvolution and to realize those
values, !

other. Chart A reproduces almost exactly Christensen’s analysis of one para-
graph, We have made two changes. (1) We have numbered the sequence
sentences for ease of reference — the leftmost number. (2) We have moved
the and of the clauses six and eleven from the preceding line.

Before we go further in our presentation, we should say here that we do
not believe that all well written paragraphs arc outlinable. The ability to
«outline a paragraph merely shows that the paragraph has a simple structure.
If we cannot outline a paragraph, the structure is complex. This complexity
-may arise through faulty writing but that is not nccessarily true. The ques-
tion we have asked about these paragraphs is — what signals in the language
used tell Mr Christensen that his outline is the correct one?

M. A. K. Halliday has isolated the signals speakers use to form texts:
they are the information system, the thematic system and the four types of
cohesive relations: referential, substitutive-elliptical, conjunctive, and lexi-
cal. Since the primary signal of the information system is the location of
Bentence stress (John walked home vs. John walked home) and since our
‘writing system does not indicate stress, the information system is extremely

! Julisn Huxley, “Man in the modern world”, (Mentor), pp. 146—47.
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difficult to trace in written work. As a result, the information system has been
ignored in this analysis,

The theme of a elause is the first clause level constituent of that clause.
“The theme specifies the point of departure of a clause as message” (Halliday
1967:212}. The underlined portions of the following examples are themes.

That old man bought the store yesterday evening.

Yesterday evening that old man hought the store,

T'he store was bought by that old man yesterday evening,

Whe bought the store yesterday evening

Perhiaps ke bought the store

However, he bought the store

The other factor we looked at is cohesive rolations. These relations are
signalled by words and phrases whose very meaning relates various portions of
the sentences of a text. (Sce Chart B).

Chart I3
ILLUSTIRATIONS OF SIGNALS OF COTIRSION

L D v b P T e e s I R S Code R
g, Personal pronounz:
fie, she, it, they
b, Demonstratives and definite articlo:
this/these, thatjthose, here, there, the
¢. Compariag:

SR s the same boolk
T PRy such books
(T i R other hbooks
2. Substitution-ellipgis
#: Sulbstitabionsncnmeiiniinaiiiananm. T T OEED R LA Code S
ONCONES .uevivinn., a pood one
B o e G R Mary likes John and 1 do too
b. Ellipsig......0..... W A A A B SR e a5 A L Code B
numergla,.... Bill bought o rose and we bought fwenty
nominal...... Of all the dogs the best was mine.
verbal....... Who's comumng tonight? T am.
clausal...... Where aro you poing? Oul.
6 BT 01 Vi s e T S SR A e e D Clode

(signals of conjunction are not restricted to the grammatical class of conjunction)
a. Additive:
and, nor, or, furthermore, for example
b. Adversative:
yet, though, but, however, actually, instead
¢. Causal:
80, therefore, because, arising out of this, as a resull
d. Temporal:
next, then, before that, first ... then, af once

7 Studia Anglica
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4: Lisxionbis. . iiosvminsianmnayig R T LTIV PP RVRPEPTVITS ...Code L
Lexical field =systemn of contrasting terms

atool

chair
urnitur
table
[ pieea )
deak

ohbjoct ¢
adding machine | junk
)(}fﬁce Machine
ealeulator
love coneept. ———thing

a. Use other terins from the same [ield to refer to the samo iltems:
t thing
@t picce

on't buy that chatr. I've rvever seen such ;
SRS ct object

Frak
b, Use contrusting term to vefer to a different item,
Ite have to get three chairs. Tables we doi’t need.
¢. Use zsuburdinate termn to relor 1o o portion of the 1tem(s).
We dop't need svch furniture now. One wmore table woulid he useful, maybe.

In working with the material we took the following appreach. If the
theme is the point of departure of the information of the clause a-m.ml if the
sentences of a parasraph follow one another in o Jouical progression of t-]lfJL}gilf-,
then the content of the themes of the clanses of the paragraph ought to indicate
that logical progression. The signals of relations between seniences are the
signals of coliesion, we therefore made the following two part 11}-‘[‘{(}'[-]'1[?3{?5..

Ifypothests 1. In o well written paragraph almost all themes will contain
signals of coliesion. Corollgry: I a theme contains no cohesive signal we cught
to be abie to explain why. . |

Hypothesis II. The cohesive signals in the theme of a given :?entence
aught to point to the sentences to which that sentence is related and 16 ought
to show the type of relationship which obtains between the two S?ntuflmﬁ‘
Corollury: 1f 1he theme econtains several signals of cohesion relating ‘1th0
several previous scntences, this will eorrelate with difficulty in determining
the level of relevance within the paragraph of that sentence.
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In pursuing Hypothesis IT we made the following five generalizations and
analyzed each paragraph as in Chart C.
Generalization 1. If the theme of a clause refers to an element of a previcus
clanse, the clause will be subordinate to that previous clause. (In terms of
the coding system a code L §, or any code beginning with &, 8, or £.)
Generalization 2. If the theme of a clause contains a word or phrase which has a
referent which contrasts with the referent of & word or phrase in a previous
clause, then the two clauses are coordinate.
Generalization 3. If the theme of a clause is not an empty theme, and con-
tains no signals of cohesion, the clause is subordinate to some previous clause,
and is probably an example of the statement made in the previous clause.
Generalization 4. 1f a clause is introduced by a coordinate conjunction ex-
pressing an additive relation (and, or, nor), that clause is coordinate to some
previous clause.
Generalization 5. If a clause is introduced by an expression indicating ap-
position (for example, that is, e.g.), the clause i3 subordinate to some previous
claunse.®

Next let us deal with each hypothesis and generalization in turn.

Hypothesrs I. (o) Almost all themes will contain some signal of cohesion.
Of 138 sequence sentences 120 {or 879,) contained at [east one signal of cohesion.
(b} Of the eighteen sequence clauses which contained no signals of cohesion
In the theme, seven were examples of a generalization made in a previous
sentence. (¢) Two more clauses contained empty themes (themes which do
not contain words which denote, e.g. There is a book here.) Empty themes are
grammatical devices which are used to emphasize certain parts of clauses
which would not normally be emphasized. Hence, these examples are evidence
of the operation of a process which is outside the scope of this paper. (That is,
they are explainable, but only by reference to other langnage processes than
the ones being considered here.) {d) Five of the themes which contained no
cohesive signal involved references to the writer and reader through the use of
we, you and commands. The paragraphs which contained these werc strongly
oriented toward the reader. (It made no difference in these cases whether we
or you was used. Both forms oriented the paragraph toward the reader).
Even in highly structured prose, therefore, the theme is not restricted to
advancing the argument. Thus, only three clauses of the 138 (or 2% of the
examples) were true exceptions to the first hypothesis and its corollary,

? Chart D gives the total figures for all paragraphs. Paragraph D (« ven in Chars A),
for example, containg 13 clauses — that moeans 12 sequence clauses — (all clauges other
than tho first clause), and of those 12 sequence clauses, 10 contain thermos which have
at leagt one signal of cohesion. Several contain more than one signal of cohesion. The
gencralizations made aboveaccount for the level of relevance of eleven of the twelve sequence
sentences. The one case which does not work constitutes an appeal to authority.

™
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Hypothesis 11, The cohesive signals in the theme of a clause ought to
point to the clause to which it 1s related.

Of the 8 cases in which the cohesive signals confliet three are ambiguous.
(Of the ambiguous cases, three involve the word yow which, because it refers
to the rcader, we cxpect to give problems.)

Hypothesis II. Generalization. 1. 1f the theme of a clause refers to an element
of a4 previous clause, the clause will be subordinate to that previous clause.

This generalization is strongly confirmed with 60 examples accurately
predicting the organization, 5 real counter-examples, and 10 unclear cases.
The unclear cases arise when one thing is referred to repeatedly throughout a
text cither through the use of a pronoun or a noun. In this case it is difficult
to tell which occurrence is the relevant one for that clause. In other words,
we would like to distinguish between those occurrences of a noun or pronoun
which are important to the structure of a paper and those which are not. At
this point, none of the hypotheses we have tried has been sufficient to do this.
Hy@oﬁh_esis II. Generalization 2. If the theme of a clause comntains a word
or phrase which has a referent which contrasts with the referent of a word
or phrase in a previous clause, then the two clauses are eoordinate,

This generalization is accurate in 22 instances and wrong once.
Hypothesis 1. Generalization 3. If the theme of a clause iz not an empty
theme, and contains no signals of cohesion, the clause is subordinate to some
previcus clause and is probably an example of the statement made in the
previous clause.

This statement is supported by 10 examples and is wrong in 4 caszes, The

problem in the four cases lies in the fact that these were not examples of a

previous stalement,

Hypothesis II, Generalization 4. If a clause is introduced by a coordinate con-
junetion expressing an additive relation (and, or, nor), that clause is coordinate
with some previous clause.

One can go & bit further and say that if the and, or or nor do not begin a

sentence, then the clause is coordinate to the immediately preceding clause.
1, however, the and, or or nor begin a new sentence, no such staternent can bo
made, This generalizalion is accurate in 13 out of 15 cases.
Hypothesis 11, Generalization 5. 1f a clause is introduced by an expression
indicating apposition {for example, that is, e.g.), the clause is subordinate to
some previous clause and is either an example of that clause or a reprise of
that clause.

This generhlization is accurate in three out of three cases.

While these generalizations are only rongh first attempts and make no
attempt to be complete, they are surprisingly accurate. Qut of a total of
148 cases they are wrong in 12 (89%,) and they work poorly in 10 (69;), and 18
cases (129,) have nothing to do with the generalizations given here.
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One must be very careful in drawing conclusions from these data, however.
First, a8 we consider longer texts the percentage of cases in which identity of
reference will be a poor (ambiguous) signal will increase somewhat.?

The fignres given here represent an analysis of texts which have a very
clear, simple structure. They were chosen by Mr Christensen on this basis.
As we move to texts which have a structure which i less clear we expect to
find signals which are less clear. Similarly in texts which have a more complex
structure, the signals of the relations between sentences will reflect this com-
plexity. In other words, we do not want to claim that paragraphs which can
be outlined are the only good paragraphs. They are, rather, the gimplest ones
to deal with.

Another reservation arises out of the fact that one of the tools, the lexical
signals of cohesion, was quite weak. In many cases we were forced to go beyond
any coherent theory and examine our intuition to see if we felt that a given
pair of words were related lexically. Similarly, in a number of cases we felt
there was a definite association between two words, yet the theory forced
us to consider them to be unrelated.

Finslly, & problem with the analysis arises out of the fact that we ignored
the information system. This system is known to be involved with the rela-
tions between the sentences of a text; the fact that we ignored it would
imply that some of our exceptions, particularly exceptions to the first hypo-
thesis, will probably be explainable by reference to this system.

In the light of all these reservations we cannot claim to have a final answer
to the study of texts. Wo believe we can claim, howover, that this approach
promises to be useful in the study of the structure of texts.

* In two longer texts we have analyzed, one about the Japanese economy and the
othor on projective geometry, references to Japan or economica in tho one and to projoc-
tive geometry in the other gave virtually no informsation as to the level of rolevance of
the clause involved. We do not believe, however, that the number of ambiguous cases
will be eo great as to make this first generalization of hypothesis IT useless.
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