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Abstract

This paper presents an examination of the expression of subject and topic in conversation, using parameters established by

Centering Theory. Based on a corpus analysis of English and Spanish casual conversations, we show (i) under what circumstances
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and NULL and ZERO, suggested in Poesio et al. (2004a,b). They all occur in situations where there is an empty Cb.

ESTABLISH has been separated from CONTINUE and RETAIN (where some researchers classify it). This distinguishes it from

transitions that maintain a topic, rather than introduce it. ZERO and NULL transitions are, to a certain extent, undesirable,

since they signal a lack of connection across utterances and are, in turn, a new subcategorization of what other

researchers term ‘‘no-Cb transitions’’. A ZERO



Author's personal copy

So far, we have described how we code standard Centering parameters in the data. In addition to the usual Centering

parameters (Cf list, Cb and transition type for each utterance), we coded the subject and its realization. Subject is
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One valid reason for the presence of ZERO and NULL transitions is the beginning of a discourse segment. A new

discourse segment may introduce new entities, and abandon those in the previous segment. We performed a rough

calculation of how many times ZERO and NULL transitions introduced new segments. For that purpose, we looked at

those two transition types, and every time they appeared, we determined whether the utterance was the beginning of a
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5. Subjects and topics

We are interested in how subjects and topics are realized in conversation. For each utterance in the conversations,

we coded whether the subject and the Cb coincided, and what happened when they did not. Table 3 shows the results of

that comparison for English, and Table 4 does the same for Spanish. In both cases, we excluded the initial utterance for

each conversation that had no Cb.

Comparing the two languages, we can say that the distribution is similar, with subject and topic coinciding roughly

half of the time. If we reinterpret the two tables, and take into account only the cases where an utterance has both a

subject and a Cb, they are the same in about 80% of the cases in English, and 73% in Spanish. In other words,

subjecthood and topichood are assigned to the same entity in most utterances.

The rest of the cases are utterances with either no subject or no Cb. The main difference between Spanish and

English is a higher number of utterances with no subject in Spanish, and a lower number of utterances without a

Cb. We have already discussed, in the previous section, why utterances may have no Cb. Utterances have no

subject when they are fragments (such as noun and prepositional phrases) that are uttered as separate units, and

contain entities that can form a Cf list. Even when a sentence with a finite predicate is present, the subject may be

non-referential (such as English it). In Spanish, the count of utterances without a subject does not include cases of

pro-drop, where the subject is recoverable through context and morphology, and therefore included in the Cf list.4

Most of the no subject cases are fragments with inferred entities and without a finite verb, which seem to be more
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forward-looking centers. When they are the same (CONTINUE, some ESTABLISH, SMOOTH SHIFT), the subject is the Cb.

When they are different (RETAIN, some ESTABLISH, ROUGH SHIFT), the subject does not encode the Cb. Since the highest-

ranked entity in Cf (the Cp) tends to be the subject, this makes perfect sense. It validates Centering’s distinction

between CONTINUE/SMOOTH SHIFT and RETAIN/ROUGH SHIFT along salience lines.

We have mentioned in previous work (Taboada and Hadic Zabala, 2008), that Rule 2 of Centering (which states that

there is a general ranking of preferred transition types: CONTINUE > RETAIN > SMOOTH SHIFT > ROUGH SHIFT) is fragile,

and in corpus work, it has applied mostly to the two extremes. In other words, CONTINUE is always the most preferred

transition, whereas ROUGH SHIFT is the least preferred, to the point of being non-existing in some studies. The preference

of RETAIN over SMOOTH SHIFT does not always hold. Kibble (2001) characterizes Rule 2 as the formulation of two

principles of discourse: cohesion and salience. Following cohesion, the same entity is repeated across utterances.

Following salience, the most salient entity is realized as the subject. In CONTINUE transitions, both principles hold. In

SMOOTH SHIFT, salience (the Cb is the subject) outranks cohesion (the current Cb is not the previous Cb). In RETAIN and

SMOOTH SHIFT, only one holds at a time. That is why, we think, there is not a clear preference of one over the other.

Kibble then proposes a different type of Rule 2, based on Strube and Hahn’s (1999) cheap vs. expensive transitions. A

cheap transition is one where the most salient entity of the previous utterance (the Cp) is realized as the Cb of the

current utterance, capturing both salience and cohesion. The preference of cheap over expensive transitions, however,

has not been consistently attested in data (just over 50% in Taboada and Hadic Zabala, 2008, but fewer cheap

transitions in Poesio et al., 2004a,b and Byron and Stent, 1998). We believe that a four-way (or more) distinction seems

to better represent both principles, and the continuum between obeying both or neither. We simply suggest that the

strict hierarchy be changed to a relaxed ranking, with CONTINUE and ROUGH SHIFT at the edges, and with no ranking

between RETAIN and SMOOTH SHIFT. With the addition of the dispreferred ZERO and NULL transitions, Rule 2 would be

formulated as follows:

(4) CONTINUE > ESTABLISH > (
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Pronouns other than personal pronouns are also used in CONTINUE transitions. One such case is (5), where the Cb in (5c)

is almond tea with honey and milk, realized as a demonstrative pronoun, that, because the speaker is emphasizing the

subject, and picking up on the realization also of that in (5b).

(5) a. um and for my favorite beverage I put down of course almond tea with honey and milk

b. and so she read that

c. because that was what was there.

As can be seen in the table, in SMOOTH SHIFT transitions pronouns in English and zero pronouns in Spanish

are the majority of the Cb realizations. Example (6) shows a Spanish example of a SMOOTH SHIFT transition,

between (6b) and (6d),6
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only mentions pronouns, and does not postulate a ranking among them, but that can be argued to be more marked

than me.7

(8) a. . . .she she called Chicago

b. and she recognized the mistake [they made].

c. Well that caused great confusion for me

5.2. Subject and topic are not the same

The fact that the subject and the Cb of an utterance are not the same means that a very salient entity in the utterance

(Cb) is not encoded as the grammatical subject of the utterance, a grammaticalized way of encoding salience. We

identified three main reasons why this happens. First of all, some utterances encode a subject that contains very little

information, such as impersonal subjects. There are also situations where empathy plays a role, especially in Spanish.

Another reason for the separation of Cb and subject is that the current utterance is positioning a new entity as

prominent (subject), while still keeping a connection to the previous utterance via the Cb. We explore these issues in

this section.

The first case we will discuss is a straightforward one: Impersonal subjects and expletives such as it and there in

English typically do not become Cbs in a sentence. Equivalent expressions exist in Spanish, typically realized in pro-

drop form. A related case is that where an agent is briefly introduced in the conversation, but never made explicit, and

the topic clearly remains something else. In (9), speaker A is describing, in great detail, her fertility treatment. Speaker

B reminds her that the conversation is being recorded. Speaker A then switches from talking about herself, including

the I don’t care statement, to introducing a new referent in the discourse, they, while still keeping herself as a center of

attention (me). The conversation is still clearly about A; they has not become a topic, but it is the subject of the

sentence, a reference to the person or persons doing the recording, or listening to it. Such instances of they and the

impersonal you explain some of subjects introduced in the conversation as discourse new, but realized as pronouns.

(9) B: a. wait a second

b. this is being recorded, Michelle

A: c. I don’t care

d. they don’t know me

B: e. oh okay

A: [laughter]

Altogether, expletives and this type of impersonal subjects account for a total of 5.23% (19/363) subjects that were

different from the Cb in English and 12.9% (56/433) in Spanish. Figures in Spanish are higher because Spanish tends

to use the impersonal se construction, which is often used to demote or defocus a human entity (Garcı́a, 1975; Hadic

Zabala and Taboada, 2006).

Secondly, empathy affects the ranking of entities in Spanish, as we mentioned in section 3. Empathy takes

precedence over grammatical function, which means that the subject may not be the Cb. (10b) has nada (‘nothing’) as

subject, but the speaker (me) as Cb, and as highest-ranked entity in the Cf list. Clearly, the Cb is the speaker throughout

the segment, complaining about mail not arriving after she moved.
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(13) A. Aquı́ me llegan las noticias por el correo electrónico.

‘Here I get news through electronic mail.’

[. . . 46 utterances
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The Centering analysis revealed a large number of utterances in violation of Constraint 1, that each utterance have a

Cb. Some of those corresponded to beginning of discourse segments, but the majority were segment-internal.

Phenomena that played a role in the presence of zero Cbs were discourse-related, such as parallelism or reported

speech, or associated with spoken language, such as false starts and repetitions. Absence of a Cb does not mean a lack

of coherence in the conversations. Entity realization, the aspect of coherence that Centering deals with, is not the only

factor responsible for discourse coherence. Relational coherence (in the form of coherence relations) and certain

expectations derived from genre also play a role in the perception of coherence. For instance, the genre of the

conversations, a sort of ‘‘updating casual conversation’’, where speakers update each other about recent events in their

lives, means that they make frequent reference to family and friends that are hearer-old (Prince, 1981). The

participants share a large amount of background knowledge that allows them to introduce new entities in the discourse

without an explicit link to entities currently in the discourse.

Violations of Constraint 1 have been reported in the literature and, in fact, we have lower numbers than other

studies. This is not necessarily a shortcoming of Centering Theory. It may be that the Constraint is not such, but merely

a preference. Centering, which is mostly concerned with local coherence, captures local links between one utterance

and the next. Other links across utterances are global in nature, and involve the conversational context.

What does this tell us about topichood and subjecthood in discourse? We have found that topics, in our case defined

as the Cb of the utterance, tend to be subjects. In cases where subject and topic differ, the reasons are varied, but they all

relate to discourse flow. Topichood is not only about mentioning and repeating entities, but about presenting those in a

way that fits the context and the purpose of the discourse.
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