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Abstract.  Wallace Chafe reports that 81 percent of grammatical subjects in a 10,000-word conversational sample were verbalized as given information and that virtually all of the 81 percent were pronouns.  Of the remaining 19 percent of grammatical subjects, 16 percent were verbalized as accessible.  The final 3 percent, while being verbalized as new information, were mentioned only once and never again. To explain these findings, he has proposed a “light subject constraint,” which entails that all subjects in conversational discourse are “either (a) not new, or (b) of trivial importance.”  Chafe distinguishes two modes of consciousness:  immediate and displaced.  The immediate mode relates to perceiving, acting on, and evaluating what is in the environment of a conversation; the displaced mode focuses on remembering and imagining.  This research analyzed a 4,200-word conversation conducted virtually exclusively in the immediate mode of consciousness and found that Chafe’s light subject constraint was even more manifest in it: Of 488 subjects, none was new;  79.5 percent were given (most of those pronouns), and 20.5 percent were accessible.  These results verify that Chafe’s light subject constraint exists, that a strong version of it is manifest in conversational discourse in the immediate mode of consciousness, and that the immediate and the displaced modes of consciousness are indeed distinct.


In 1994, Wallace Chafe published a landmark book-length synthesis and update of his ideas on the relationship between cognitive experience and language entitled, Discourse, Consciousness, and Time: The Flow and Displacement of Conscious Experience in Speaking and Writing.  Chapter 7 of that book (pp. 82-92) is titled, “Starting Points, Subjects, and the Light Subject Constraint.”  In a 1987 article, “Cognitive Constraints on Information Flow,” he had called it “the light starting point constraint”  (p. 37; cf. also Chafe, 1991). 


The light subject constraint is a relatively new idea of Chafe’s, but it is intimately related to some of his previous proposals concerning how ideas are activated in consciousness and verbalized as given, accessible, or new in discourse (cf. pp. 71-81).  For a number of years, Chafe has been proposing that ideas can have three cognitive statuses vis-ˆ-vis consciousness:  These are (1) active (already in focal consciousness), (2) semi-active (in peripheral consciousness), or (3) inactive (in long-term memory, but not yet in consciousness).  Ideas considered by the speaker to be active in the listener’s consciousness are verbalized as given, ideas considered to be semi-active are verbalized as accessible, and ideas considered to be inactive (and thus needing activation) are verbalized as new (cf. pp.71-81).   The unit of language within which this verbalization takes place is the intonation unit (cf. pp. 53-70).


Although Chafe has based his work over the years on a variety of data sources, most of his findings and examples in the 1994 book derive from careful analysis of an extensive sample (approximately 10,000 words) of naturally occurring conversational data, dinner table conversations among academics (p. 5).  


Chafe begins his discussion of the light subject constraint by pointing out that the grammatical subjects of constructed sentences like The farmer kills the duckling or A girl saw John, which regularly appear in linguistic articles and textbooks, “would be produced only under the most bizarre circumstances, if one could imagine them being produced at all” (p. 84).  He then reports (p. 85) that 81 percent of grammatical subjects in his data sample were verbalized as given information; i.e., all lacked the intonational prominence associated with new information and virtually all (98 percent) of the 81 percent were in fact pronouns.  Of the remaining 19 percent of grammatical subjects in his sample, 16 percent were accessible; i.e., while being marked with moderate intonational prominence and typically being verbalized as full noun phrases, the ideas they verbalized had occurred earlier in the discourse or were part of a relevant conceptual schema (p. 86).  The final 3 percent of grammatical subjects, while having the intonational prominence of new information and typically being full noun phrases, verbalized ideas that were of “trivial importance” to the on-going topic of the conversation; i.e., they were mentioned only once and never again (pp. 88-91).  The light subject constraint thus entails that all subjects in conversational discourse are “either (a) not new, or (b) [if new, then] of trivial importance” (p. 92).  


Why would such a constraint exist in language?  Well, it seems that, for a speaker to interact effectively using human language, it is not enough to assess correctly the activation states of ideas in the listener’s consciousness and then to formulate intonation units that appropriately verbalize those ideas as given, accessible, or new.  Intonation units must flow cohesively.  And this is what grammatical subjects are for.   In his 1994 book (p. 83) Chafe cites his 1976 article in which he used the metaphor of “a hitching post, characterizing the subject referent as the one to which the new contribution is attached” (1976, pp. 43-43).  That is, subjects / starting points exist to make communication cohesive.  And whereas the intonation unit (within which activation status is verbalized) and the clause (in relation to which subjects are usually defined) are not necessarily coextensive, there is nonetheless a high degree of correlation between them (1994: 65-66).  But what is most interesting is the claim that whether subjects are the starting points of intonation units or not, or whether they are the subjects of independent clauses, subordinate clauses, or clause fragments, the light subject constraint still applies.  This is no small claim.


In his book, Chafe also distinguishes two modes of consciousness: the immediate mode and the displaced mode (pp. 198-201).  The immediate mode relates to perceiving, acting on, and evaluating what is actually in the environment of a conversation; the displaced mode focuses more on remembering and imagining.  Most conversations move back and forth between the two modes, and the examples of data that Chafe discusses in his book clearly do; they in fact seem to favor the displaced mode.


  This study of Chafe’s light subject constraint grew out of an earlier research project that analyzed data elicited for another purpose.   The data sample consisted of a long conversation conducted virtually exclusively in the immediate mode, and as I worked on it in the earlier study, mostly focusing on analyzing activation status, I noticed that Chafe’s light subject constraint was even more apparent in it than in the conversations he had studied.  This led me to study that conversation more carefully and completely with the aim of determining (1) whether Chafe’s light subject constraint did indeed consistently apply, (2) whether the referential content and relative proportions of occurrence of given, accessible, and new-but-trivial light subjects corresponded to Chafe’s findings, and (3) whether new-but-trivial light subjects might occur even less in this particular conversational mode, which seemed to be the case.  


The conversation analyzed for this paper was originally elicited in the late 1970s as part of an even earlier study devised to test the validity of Martin Joos’s assertions about the differences between what he labeled “casual,” “consultative,” and “formal” styles of language (cf. Joos, 1967).  Twelve research subjects were recruited to participate in the study, six men and six women.  Their spouses were also recruited, not as research subjects (for that study) but as conversational partners in the elicitation procedure, which was designed to elicit narratives in casual, consultative, and formal styles.  


The  research subject and the spouse were seated in a room on opposite sides of a card table in the middle of which was a divider about 14” high.  On the spouse’s side of the divider there was an 8” by 12” cartoon depiction of characters from the American comic strip “Peanuts.”  The scene was constructed of a glossy colored cardboard background to which various rubbery and detachable shapes depicting characters and objects were attached.  The characters and objects could be pealed off and reattached in any position on the background scene.  On the other side of the divider lay the same 8” by 12” background scene, but the characters and objects were lined up in a random pattern on a separate 3” by 12” platform.


In the scene, Lucy and Sally are seated on a bench to the left with a lunch bag and soda bottle beside them.  Snoopy, wearing a baseball cap and holding a bat and a ball, is skateboarding past his dog house in the center of the scene.    A dialog bubble by his head containing musical notes indicates that he is whistling or singing.  To the right is a small tree in which Woodstock, wearing a baseball cap, is seated in his nest.  Charlie Brown is standing by the tree wearing a baseball cap and glove. 


The elicitation procedure went as follows: First, there was a preliminary period of conversational interaction, during which the spouse explained the positions of the characters and objects to the research subject so that the research subject could position them in the same way on the background platform.  Next, after the scene was assembled, the research subject narrated to the spouse “what was going on” in the scene and then retold the narrative to a researcher.  Finally, the research subject wrote, revised, and rewrote a formal version of the narrative and read it into a tape recorder.


The focus of the original study (Broderick 1978) was on the three narratives produced by the procedure.  The preliminary conversational interaction while the scene was being assembled was made part of the earlier research design primarily to relax the participants and distract them from the presence of the microphone so that the narratives would be as natural as possible.  The narratives served the original purpose well in that certain phonological, lexical, and grammatical phenomena in them did pattern in ways predicted by Joos; however, later attempts to study discourse phenomena in the narratives showed them to be flawed.  For example, since the research subjects had not experienced events in real time, they tended to focus on spatial arrangement rather than temporal sequence in their descriptions of what was going on in the scene.


Ironically, and fortuitously, the preliminary conversations during which the scenes were assembled are in fact quite natural examples of conversational discourse in the immediate mode of consciousness.  (I propose labeling this discourse variety “task-oriented conversational style.”)  Another advantage of this particular sample of conversational data is that the cognitive content of the speakers is, for the most part explicitly observable to the research analyst.  The characters are well known to any participant in American culture (Charlie Brown, Snoopy, Woodstock, Lucy, and Sally) and the various objects discussed (a skateboard, a lunch bag, a soft drink bottle, baseball hats, a bat, a glove, and a ball) can be easily tracked in regard to their activation status and topical relevance or triviality throughout the conversation.  


Of the twelve conversations elicited for the original study, eleven were relatively short, ranging in length from one to five minutes.  This study analyzed the remaining conversation, which was twenty-six minutes long.  It contained something in the neighborhood of 4,200 words, and was thus nearly half as long as the set of conversations Chafe describes in his book.  There were 618 turns at talk during the conversation, and a total of 1,328 intonation units.  


Following this paragraph is a very brief analyzed segment of the conversation, consisting of turns numbered 213 to 228.  In this segment a female speaker designated “C” for “Coach” is giving her husband, the research subject, who was designated “P” for “Player,” directions on how to position a yellow baseball cap on the figure of Woodstock, which has just been placed in the bird’s nest on the display.  Each intonation unit is transcribed on a separate line.  Short pauses of up to 0.2 seconds are transcribed with two dots; pauses of between 0.2 seconds and 1.0 seconds are transcribed with three dots; longer pauses are transcribed with three dots followed by the actual length of the pause in parentheses (measured in half-second intervals).  Grammatical subjects / starting points are underlined and are analyzed in three ways inside pairs of curly brackets before each one: The first label inside the curly brackets specifies the kind of clause of which the analyzed element is the grammatical subject; the second label specifies what kind of formal grammatical element it is; and third label specifies its activation status (given, accessible, or new).  Imperative clauses are labeled with angled brackets.  Unpronounced letters are in single parentheses, and analytical comments are in double parentheses.  Square brackets usually indicate simultaneous articulations by both speakers; however, they may also enclose phonetic transcriptions.  The accent marks and terminal punctuation marks have precise intonational definitions in Chafe’s system, but are not directly relevant to the issues of this paper.  (I have, in fact, made a few changes in Chafe’s system: (1) Whereas Chafe allows more than one nuclear tone to occur in a given intonation unit, I analyze a separate intonation unit for each nuclear tone, and (2) whereas Chafe uses a comma at the end of an intonation unit to signal any continuing tone, I reserve it for the fall-rise tone.  The motivations for these changes are described in Broderick, 1995.)   Here is the sample, which represents forty seconds of the twenty-six minute conversation: 

213
a
C
... (1.5) <ImpCl> Pick up, 


b

... {DeclCl/NP/Ac} Next piece is a smàll yéllow--


c

.. cáp.

214
a
P
... (3.0) (O)káy.


b

.. Smàll yéllow cap.

215
a
C
<ImpCl> Pùt it ón--  


b

.. the bírd's head.

216
a
P
... Okáy--

217
a
C
Jis .. like thís.


b

{DeclCl/PersPro/Gv} You  knòw what 




{NomRelCl/PersPro/Gv} I méan?


c

{DeclCl/PersPro/Gv} He [wéars it-]

218
a
P
                                      [Okay,]


b

{DeclCl/NP/Ac} The típ of it,


c

tòuches that grèen léaf,

219
a
C
... Yéah. 


b

.. jis .. the (([ð(])) édge. 


c

.. jis the (([ð(])) èdge of that gréen leaf.


d

... an(d) then {DeclCl/NP/Ac} it- hàt kayna sits báck off his head.  




((After saying it, she decided to say the hat, but didn't articulate the, thus allowing it to do the job of the.  Even though there was no pause of any kind between the words, one can clearly "hear" the switch after it.))


e

back of his                       [..]                      [[cráw.]]

220
a
P
                   [So {DeclCl/PersPro/Gv} it's-]  [[..]] 




{DeclCl/PersPro/Gv} it's not--


b

... {DeclCl/NP/Gv} Th- the bòttom edge of the hát,


c

.. is not  .. [párallel,]

221
a
C
                  [tóuch--]

222
a
P
.. to the horízon.

223
a
C
.. Ríght.


b

{DeclCl/PersPro/Gv} It's at kìnd of an ángle.

224
a
P
Okáy.

225
a
C
Okáy.


b

.. [Nèxt-]

226
a
P
    [So that] {DeclCl/NP/Ac} the típ of it,


b

tòuches the tóp of the leaf,


c

but {DeclCl/PersPro/Gv} it doesn't overláp the leaf.

227
a
C
... Ríght.


b

[Yeah.]

228
a
P
[Néxt] piece.


I have analyzed the entire 1,328-intonation-unit conversational transcript in the manner just exemplified.  Some results of that analysis are in Table 1.

_______________________________________________________________________________

Not included in count of 488 subjects / starting points:


(Number of imperative clauses:   93)


(Number of declarative clauses with deleted subjects:  11)


(Number of yes/no interrogative clauses with deleted subjects:  9)

Included in total count of 488 subjects / starting points:


Number  (and %) of given subjects including subjects without referents: 388 (79.5%)



Number (and %) of given subjects with referents:  376 (77.0%)



Number (and %) of subjects without referents:  12 (2.5%)


Number (and %) of accessible subjects:  100 (20.5%)


Number (and %) of new subjects:  0 (0.0%)

Sub-total of 488 subjects / starting points that were  subjects of declarative clauses:  351

_______________________________________________________________________________

Table 1:  General Analysis of Subjects / Starting Points

There were 488 grammatical subjects in the conversation.  Included in this count are subjects of both independent and subordinate declarative clauses, independent and subordinate interrogative clauses, relative clauses, nominal relative clauses, and adverbial clauses.  In there expletive clauses, there was counted as the subject (cf. Chafe 1987:37).  There were 93 imperative clauses in the conversation, and one could argue that their “subjects” are quintessentially “light,” but these are not included in the 488 count.  There were also 11 declarative clauses and 9 yes/no interrogative clauses where the subjects were not verbalized; these are not included in the 488 count either.


Of the 488 grammatical subjects counted, 376 (77.0 percent) were verbalized as given (Chafe’s figure was 81 percent).  There were 12 grammatical subjects without referents, which thus could not be categorized as given, accessible, or new (e.g., the word what in intonation unit 6h:  Don’t make any reference to what’s going on in the scene). Such subjects clearly do not verbalize new or accessible information and could reasonably be included in counts of given.  Of the 376 given subjects, 332 (88.3 percent) were pronouns (98 percent of Chafe’s were).  Of the 488 grammatical subjects in the conversation, 100 (20.5 percent) were verbalized as accessible (16 percent of Chafe’s were).  Most remarkably, not even one of the 488 grammatical subjects I identified in the conversation verbalized new information.     


(The only candidate was intonation unit 287a, where the Coach, after having told the Player to Pick up the Yellow Girl asks him, What’s her name?  One could argue that her name verbalizes new information and is the grammatical subject of this Wh Interrogative Clause (on the assumption that the answer to What’s her name? would be Her name is Sally).  But on the other hand, her name is in no sense the “starting point” of the clause, What’s her name?  Furthermore, one could also argue that what is the subject, since Sally is her name could just as easily answer the question.  Alternatively, one could even argue that the name of a person is part of the “cognitive schema of that person” and thus semi-active in consciousness; in which case, her name should be analyzed as verbalizing accessible information.  But even if her name in What’s her name? is analyzed as a subject verbalizing new information, it is not the “starting point,” and the remarkable results of this analysis stand:  In conversational discourse in the immediate mode of consciousness, grammatical subjects / starting points simply do not ever verbalize new information, not even the kind of “trivial” new information that Chafe found in 3% of the subjects in his data.)


Now, it occurred to me to wonder whether, since the entire conversation is focused on perceptible items in the immediate environment of the speakers, new information may simply not be common in the conversation at all.  But that is not the case.   For several examples, take another look at the data sample above.  New information abounds there:  e.g., in intonation unit 217a, the words, like this (while saying them, the speaker is apparently visually demonstrating how the hat sits on Woodstock’s head).  Other examples of ideas verbalized as new information occur in intonation unit 217b, where the words mean . . . what verbalize new information; in unit 218c:  touches . . .; in 219b:  the edge; in 219d:  sits back . . .; in 220c:  parallel; in 222a:   to the horizon; in 223b:  at a kind of an angle; in 226b:  touches the top . . .;  and in 226c:  doesn’t overlap . . . .  The pattern is the same throughout the entire 1,328-intonation-unit conversation; new information abounds, but it is never verbalized as a grammatical subject.

_______________________________________________________________________________


Given:
Accessible:
New:
Personal pronoun subjects:
218
0
0

Demonstrative pronoun subjects:
32
1
0

Possessive pronoun subjects:
0
1
0

Expletive pronoun subjects
2
0
0

TOTAL pronoun subjects:
252
2
0

Full noun-phrase subjects:
24
73
0

TOTAL pronoun and full NP subjects:
276
75
0
(N = 351)
= 78.6%
= 21.5%
= 0%

_______________________________________________________________________________

 Table 2:  Analysis of the 351 Declarative-clause Subjects


One purpose of the three-columned display within Table 2, which analyzes the grammatical subjects of the 351 declarative clauses, was to determine whether the relative percentages of given versus accessible subjects would be different in the sub-set of independent declarative clauses (which are more likely to correspond to intonation units) than in the overall totals, which also included 137 independent interrogative clauses and subordinate clauses of all kinds (this figure represents the difference between the total cout of 488 subjects and the 351 declarative clause subjects).  The percentage of given subjects in declarative clauses reported in Table 2 (78.6 percent), is virtually the same as the overall percentage of given subjects reported in Table 1 (77.0 percent).  To me, it is remarkable that the light subject constraint applies so consistently across all types of clauses, even including subordinate clauses, which are less likely to be verbalized as separate intonation units.


Another reason for analyzing the 351 declarative clauses separately in Table 2 was to look more closely at the relative numbers of pronouns and full noun phrases that were verbalized as given and accessible respectively.  Note that all personal pronouns verbalized given information and all but one demonstrative pronoun did so.  The one possessive pronoun that occurred in the conversation verbalized accessible information, and the two expletive pronouns verbalized given information (cf. Chafe 94:84).  Note also in Table 2 that when grammatical subjects are full noun phrases, they are much more likely to verbalize accessible information (there were 73) rather than given information (there were 24).


What is the meaning of the findings reported in Tables 1 and 2?  I think the results of this study are useful for three reasons:  (1) As we have seen, they not only verify that Chafe’s light subject constraint exists, but also demonstrate that an especially strong version of it applies in the immediate mode of consciousness where no subjects are verbalized as new; (2) The findings of this study also provide strong empirical support for Chafe’s distinction between the immediate and the displaced modes of consciousness, and (3) These findings may also justify the inference that conversations in the immediate mode of consciousness reveal something very basic about cohesive discourse in human language.


As to verifying the existence of Chafe’s light subject constraint, the figures in Table 1 do so remarkably.  Differences between my percentages and Chafe’s actually add strength to his case:  The fact that this study of conversational discourse in the immediate mode of consciousness found no new-but-trivial subjects supports Chafe’s larger hypothesis:  his 3 percent of new subjects in conversations that alternated between the immediate and displaced modes were an anomaly, and he needed the phenomenon of “new-but-trivial” grammatical subjects (which verbalized ideas mentioned once but never again) to explain the anomaly.


As to providing empirical support for Chafe’s distinction between the immediate and displaced modes of consciousness, the total absence of even “trivial” new subjects provides just such support.  Chafe makes a good case for the distinction between the two modes through analysis of language produced in each mode (1994:201-207, 210-211).  The language of the immediate mode describes continuous temporal sequences, is highly detailed, and uses deictic expressions such as here and now.  The language of the displaced mode is temporally non-continuous, tending to verbalize “islands” of experience; it is generally much less detailed, tending toward generic descriptions; and it uses deictic expressions such as there and then.  This study adds to Chafe’s list the fact that there are no subjects verbalizing new information in the immediate mode, whereas up to three percent of grammatical subjects may verbalize “new-but-trivial” information in the displaced mode.


As to what this study may tell us about the essential nature of cohesive discourse in human language, I have the following thoughts.  First of all, I wish to note that Chafe makes clear in his book that, as common as the role of grammatical subject is among human languages, there are languages that in fact have not grammaticalized this role at all (1994:82, 150-152).  Why this is the case is an interesting issue in its own right.  Having noted that, I nonetheless found myself, while working on this conversation, feeling more and more that I was experiencing human language very close to its evolutionary essence, i.e., with much of what culture and literacy has overlaid on it peeled away.  I have done many field-based data analyses over the years, but I have never uncovered a pattern of distribution so dramatically consistent as in this study.  Furthermore, I have never had so strong a feeling, as an analyst, that the speech I was analyzing was so utterly spontaneous as in this conversation.  A more rigorous reformulation of such impressions into testable hypotheses will require additional analysis of the conversation I have described here as well as of other samples of conversational discourse in the immediate mode of consciousness.


The two primary findings I have described in this paper are nonetheless firmly established by the analysis reported here:  (1) An especially stong form of Chafe’s light subject constraint applies to conversational discourse in the immediate mode of consciousness, where no new subjects occur, and (2) this complete absence of even new-but-trivial subjects provides additional emprical support for Chafe’s distinction between the immediate and displaced modes of consciousness. 

John P. Broderick
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ENDNOTE

             1I wish to thank Carol De Lynn Bleyle, whose preliminary transcription of the second half of the conversation greatly facilitated my own transcription and analysis. 
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