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A cons iderab le amount of res earch time and effort has gone into 
understanding how sentences are underst ood . Lingui s t s , of cours e , are 
int erested in the s e t  of  rules  which underlies the produc t ion of such 
sentences not from the point o f  view of their cognit ive origins , but 
rather in t erms o f  a logical analogue to what such rule s  must c ontain . 
Some of cours e have taken this c oncept further and have c laimed that 
linguistic rules  match up in s ome strong or weak way with l inguis t i c  
cons t ruc t s . This is no t an acceptab l e  posit ion to most psycholinguists 
of  late and one must accept the fact that transformational proc e s s e s  
in linguistic descriptions have n o  psycho logical reality . They have a 
reality o f  their own as heuri s t ic devic e s , but that reality does no t 
mat ch in any direc t  fashion with cognit ive s trategies .  Still  int eres­
t ing , however , is  the att ention now being paid b y  some to s entence 
recall and s entence produc tion . This is  espec ially pert inent in view 
of the history of the descript ion of Ph ilippine languages where a great 
deal of emphasis  has been placed on the analy s i s  of the s o-called 
focus-type verbal construc tions and what they may be t aken to imply in 
terms of s emant ic function . 

I t  would appear that the s everal basic  research quest ions fac e 
reas ses sment here . First of all , exac t ly what is topic ? Sec ondly , 
exac tly what is focus ? Thirdly , what is the i r  re lationship , and 
fourthly , what func t ion do they s erve in the p roduct ion of s entenc e s ? 
I s  it as s imple as the fact that the func t ion of the focus-topic verbal 
const ruction is  one in which a given referent is  highlighted as the 
c entre of att ent ion? Or is  it , as newer studies  have sugge s t ed , that 
topic provides a s t age upon which the relationships b e tween given and 
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new informat ion are acted out? Exact ly what is their funct ion from 
the encoding and the decoding point of view? Can we assume that in 
memory s torage and recall the focus-topic relat ionship is amalgamated 

int o a unified s emant ic representation which is  stored in the language 
of the b rain , a language which we have inc identally yet  to analy s e . 
In t erms of proc e s s ing s entences which come in as different focus types 
it  may b e  that the answer to product ion will help our understanding of 
proc e s s ing as well , and perhaps we should direct our effort s to re­
s e arch inve s t i gations of the former que s t ion fir·st . Some cons iderations 
for pos s ib l e  fruitful avenues of research fol low , drawing on both the 
psycholinguistic literature and Philippine descript ive lit erature . 

I t  i s  true to s ay that much linguis t ic research , b oth in the struc­
tural era and the generat ive transformational era , has b een charact er­
i s ed by a des ire to learn what language is rather than to dis cover 
what language does and why it does it . The analysis of Phi lippine 
language s and their verb paradigms i s  no except ion to this general 

rule . It would s eem that the morphology of the verb al paradi gm in 
Phi lippine languages is  fairly well elaborat ed by this point . The 
morphological affixes are eas ily counted and fairly straightforward ; 
the syntac t ic construct ions in which they occur are also largely 
analys ed and relat ively res tr i c t ed . However , the one basic que st ion 
whi ch has proved nettlesome to Phil ippine studies ever s ince Tot ane s '  
( 1 74 5 )  earliest ob s ervations and B lake ' s  . ( 19 0 6 )  re-echoing is why a 
part icular pass ive oc curs at all . What has been an overriding theme 
in Philippine studies has b een speculat ion as to what these construc­
t ions do . That b as i c  que s t ion is perhaps now more appropriately placed 

b e fore us than ever b e fore . With information ab out the morphology of 
the verbal type well b e fore us , the syntactic cons t ructions well laid 
out , and detailed inves tigation of the case structure of Phi l ippine 
verb s proceeding we ll apace , it may be timely to inquire into the dis­
c ourse funct ions of  thes e  particular linguistic devic es . With this 
information convenient ly at hand it may be  final ly pos s ib le to under­
stand the dis c ours e  funct ion of such devices  and how they link up with 
universal devices of discourse acro s s  l anguage types . Like Dean ' s  
( 19 5 8 ) s eminal treatment o f  cas e ,  voice or focus , and emphas i s  in 
Bilaan , it may be appropriate to cons ider linguistic and psycholin­
guistic  asp e c t s  of each s eparat ely b efore returning to write up our 
descript ions . It may also s erve to b ring such descriptions into line 

with or reconc i le them to other uses of the terms ( s e e  Sgall , n . d . ,  
for a discussion of topic as an element not be longing to the focus of 
a sentence ) . 
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Even s o ,  t o o  much attention may have b e e n  paid t o  the actual format 

of the verb morphology , and not enough att ent ion pai d  to the actual 
s emant i c  u s e s  of the resultant construc tions . Even this approach has 

its shortcomings . For example , in a recent treatment of the s emantics 
of Inib aloi verbal affixe s ,  Ballard ( 19 7 4 : 1 8 1 )  notes that " there has 
b een little di fference b etween the grammar of c laus es and the grammar 
of verb s , b oth b eing regarded as different aspects of the s ame phen­

omenon , namely , focus or voic e " . Ballard ob s erve s that there is a 
common mis conception held by Phil ippine lingui s t s  that verb roots them­

s e lves are the sole e xponents of meanings . In fac t ,  roots t end to 
supply part of the , meaning ,  p erhaps an abs tractive meaning , and the 
affix another part of the meaning ; thus "the meaning of a verb is the 
comb i nat ion of the meaning of the verb root plus the meaning added by 
affixation" ( Ballard 1974 : 1 8 4 ) .  Verb affixes are prob ab ly as much 
derivational as inflect ional in nature . 

The reason I call attent ion to Ballard ' s  des cription is b ecause he 
takes great pains to introduce a primary princ iple of compatab ility 
b e tween s emant ic values of roots with s emant ic values o f  affixes , how 
they can be list ed , and the degree to which they might be predi c t ed . 
This  particular approach is most  attractive to me in that it has always 
represent ed the first and not the final s tep in the logi s t i c s  of des­
crib ing Phi lippine languages .  

Returning to produc t ion-and-proc e s s i ng considerations in the 
Phi lippine focus- topic-voice paradigm , let me note that McKaughan 
( 19 7 3 )  has already chronicled t he use of ' subj ect versus topic ' t erm­
inology and I have no w ish to repeat t �is history . Suffice it to s ay 
that many have used the two terms in either s eparate or overlapping 
fashion ; s ome , like Schachter ( 19 7 6 : 515 ) even c laim that s entences in 
Philippine languages do not have sub j e c t s . Emphas i s  may b e  accompl ished 

by s t i l l  other devices  and not necessarily thos e  traditional ly taken 
to b e  fo cus . For example , in Tagalog the inversion of topic and verbal 
or adj ect ival predicate and a y  ins ert ion is one such devi ce ( McKaughan 
( 19 7 3 : 124 ) des crib e s  s imilar devices in Maranao ) .  

Despite McKaughan ' s  ( 19 7 3 )  preliminary reluctance to talk of act ive 
and pass ive for Phil ippine languages one may note that their s imi larity 
in general t erms t o  pass ives in other language s may allow us t o  compare 
them in s ome general sense . Certainly they are s imi lar in that the 
same cons traint s on truth condit ions which characterise ac tive s and 
pas s ives in Indo-European are the s ame for act ives and passives in 
Ph ilippine languages .  With this caveat as to the ir possible skin-deep-only 
s imilarity in mind , it may be  instructive to refer to s ome of the 
psycholinguis t ic literature on actives and pas s ives in Engl ish . 
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There i s  a sub s tant ial body o f  psycholinguistic evidence which 
sugge s t s  the fact that s ent ential focus is related to conceptual focus . 
For example , Tannenbaum and Williams ( 19 68 )  found that p lac ing the 
conc eptual focus on either the actor sub j ect or the acted-upon obj ec t  
would affect the readine s s  to employ ac tive o r  pass ive s e nt ence forms 
in generat ing des cript ions of the s i t uation . This finding mat ches the 
cornmon s ense ob s ervat ion that if two forms exist in a language they 
must not be perfectly redundant , for otherw i s e  they would s erve exac t ly 
the same function ;  one might expect that one would b e  quickly replac ed 

by the other . In English , the pass ive-ac tive vo ice distinct ion i s  such 
that the basic  logical structure of  the s entence is  ident i c a l , b ut they 
appear to differ in t erms of their style , their int ent , and their dis­
cours e funct ion . The two are not redundant t o  the degree that b o th may 
adequately and equally represent the same given situation . I t  would 
also appear that the difference is more than j ust  an aesthet i c  or 
stylistic  difference , although there can be  little doub t that the 
pass ive in English has spec ial stylistic funct ions . This is  indeed 
what needs to be  estab l i shed in the case of  the various Phil ippine 

focus types - what is the func t ional distribut ion b etween the focus 
types and the di fferent characteristics of the encoding s ituat ion which 
s eems t o  e l icit the ir use?  

Tannenbaum and Wil liams ( 1 968 ) also noted another intere sting finding . 

They observed that preceding sentence s  had some tendency to int eract 
with t he generation of succeeding s entenc e s  and whether they were in the 
act ive or passive voice . This  sugges t s  int ere s t ing and worthwhi le 
avenues to pursue in further researc h .  Suppo se that depending on the 
formal context of  the preceding sentence , one may expect a greater pro­
port ion of actives as oppos ed to pas s ive s in English . I s  it po s sible 
t hat t he same i s  t rue for Phi l ippine focus type s? Suppose t hat once a 
focus type i s  chosen at t he discourse onse t , this then provides formal 
thematic con straints on the form in which succeeding sentence s  are gen­
erated . The degree to which this is true , if it is , would complement our 
understanding of focus as being partially form and partially content . 
The degree o f  each i s  a question which we have not fully answered .  

Similar work has b een done b y  Wright ( 19 69 )  who examined ques t ions 
and noted that answering active or pass ive que s t ions is direc t ly 
related t o  whe ther or not answers correspond t o  the surface s tructure 
of the s entence that quest ions were b eing asked about ( s ee  also 
Kearsley 1976 ) .  This s e ems t o  t i e  in w ith the notion o f  preceding 

formal context and a quest ion s e ems to provide some key as to what 
preceding s ent ences might have b een . One of cours e knows this in a 
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pedagogi cal s ens e ,  and i n  teaching and learning a language like Tagalog , 
an important cue has always b een s imply to follow what the preceding 
s entenc e happened t o  b e  and then mat ching the answer up with the s ame 

verbal cons truct ion type . 
Wright ( 19 7 2 )  also discovered that errors are fewer in answering 

questions when both the s entence and the quest ion asked have the s ame 

voice . She suggested that generat ing answers to match the quest ion 
may require more re-organisat ion if they do not match in s entenc e voic e . 
Given the number of pass ives in Phi l ippine languages , quest ions asked 
in a part icular voice may generate answers in a parti cular voice . Vic e  
vers a ,  a topic which has b een presented i n  a given vo i c e  may then 
e l i c i t  que st ions in that very s ame voice ,  so that there is a congruity 
of mode in t erms of the particular form of the focus or voi c e  cons t ruc­
t ion . 

Layton and Simps on ( 19 7 5 ) also found l e s s  errors when s ent ence and 

quest ion voice were the same . However , when the number of sentences 
increased to four and eight , less errors oc curred when the quest ion 
was in the active rather than in the pas sive voice .  Their resul t s  are 
sugges t ive of the fac t  that surface structures for s ingle sentenc es 
are retained for question-answering , but t hen when a number of sent ences 
intervene , only the deep s tructures are retained . 1be direct link 
b etween voice type in quest ion and answer s eems to be limited to 
b etween one and two s entenc es . Anything larger than this s e ems to 
shunt the s entence process ing me chanism into high gear and only deep 
structures are retaine d .  

There has b een a long history o f  argumentat ion over whe ther ac tives 
and pass ives are ent irely synonymous in English . In Philippine lan­
guages the prob lem is compounded because the number of passive s  is not 
only larger b ut their funct ions o ften overlap . We do know that in 
English actives and pas s ives s erve different funct ions in communicative 
tasks and that s ome actives and passives are even not revers ib le with 
the same kinds of meanings . Most active-pa s s ive s entence re lat ionship s 

are such that the b as i c  logical s t ructure under lying t he s entences is  
the same . However , in certain actives and pas s ive s one form may even 
have different and quit e  separate interpretations . Take , for examp le , 
s entenc es l ike those raised by Johnson-Laird ( 19 6 8b : 15 ) : ' Some gir l s  

a r e  l i k e d  by a l l  t h e  boys ' versus 'A l l  t h e  b o y s  l i k e  some gi r l s ' .  
This pair , although they s eem to be  act ive-pas s ive on the surfac e , do 
not exhibit the s ame sets of int erpretat ions . 

Johnson-Laird ( 19 6 8 a j  1968b ) has also noted the stylistic  qualities 
of  the pass ive voi ce , not ing that the passive is used for emphas i s  and 
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the i t em which is focus ed for that emphasis is the el ement placed fir s t  
in the s entence . While in English this is  t h e  logical obj ec t  which 
become s the grammat ical sub j e c t , in Phil ippine languages the verb c ome s 
firs t . Emphas i s  i s  shown in other ways like invers ion and front ing , 
intonation ,  and so forth . One can probab ly largely discount arguments 
ab out re lative syntactic comp lexity differences b etween the focus type s . 

By analogy , the weight of psy chol ingui stic opinion has shifted , and 
one no longer argues t he merits of the derivat ional theory of complex­

ity . Chomsky ' s  syntact ic mode l simply doe s  not match up in any sub­
s t antially meaningful way to the cognitive steps which appear to go on 
in the processing and percept ion of sent enc e s . Even in the one s i ngle 
volume in which one might have expected to s e e  the strong theory of 
the relationship b etween linguistic theory and psycholinguistic strat­
egie s  s t out ly defended ( Fodor , Bever and Garre tt 1 9 7 4 ) , this position 
is gingerly cast aside ( s ee Kess 1976 ) .  Indeed , even the weaker vers ion 
of a relat ionship b etween l ingui s t i c  theory and cognitive proc e s s ing 
is  not s upported as strongly as s ome might have expected it  to b e ;  
Wanner ( 19 7 7 ) even feels that this i s  too strong and the relat ionship 
should be ent ire ly abandoned . 

Suffice it to say that whi le pass ives in Chomsky ' s  early syntact i c  
mode l  were held t o  be  more complex than act ive s ent enc e s , this is  not 

shown to be true in any cognitive sens e . Numerous experiments have 
shown that o ther fact ors may largely wash out the difference in syn­
tactic c omplexity b etween active and pas sive sent ences . For examp le , 
Slobin ( 19 6 6 ) argued that nonrevers ibility makes pass ives j ust as easy 
to comprehend as active sentenc e s . The ques t ion we may ask is  whether 
this is  true for focus as well?  One would expect so on the basis of 
the fact that the relat ionsh ip between the various focus s entenc e types 
is  no t always a s t raight forward one nor are all focus constructions 
eas ily transformed into others . This  only s e ems to work for a sub s e t  
o f  verb s while other verb s may only take a subset of  the total range 
of focus affixe s . Obvious ly , we have learned that syntax is not every­
thing and that if form does not entirely correlate with meaning in 
Phi lippine language s ,  neither doe s  form with form ( s ee Ramo s 1 9 74 ) . 

Just as nonreversibil ity makes actives and pass ives in English equiva­
lent in terms of their comprehensib i l i t y ,  it may be that for the 
various focus construct ions in Phi lippine languages s ome o ther fac tor 
may be  equally important . It may be that case features for verb s are 
what are applied first in processing s ent ences as they come in . The 
verb occurs firs t in Phi lippine languages and the verb ' s  meaning 
immediat e ly cues the hearer to access his encyc lopedic knowledge of 
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the univers e ;  this immediately t e l l s  him which act ivit ies , t o  whom , 

with what , for whom or what a given verb can b e  used . Whether or not 
the verb happens to b e  in a given so-called focus construc t ion type is  
perhaps a piece of informa tion which is s e condary to this  fir s t  s c an­
ning of the mental dictionary and yet it has been the one which has 
first claimed our att ent ion to date . 

Herriot ( 19 6 9 ) also invest igated the comprehens ion of act ive and 
pass ive s entences and found comprehension to b e  related to pragmatic 
expec tations . He noted that such pragmatic expe ctations are not only 
an important cue to comprehension but that they are independent of 
grammatical order and in many inst ances may be expec ted to provide us 
with a prior cue as to the s entence ' s  interpre tation . One could 
re as o n ,  for example , that this is  why s ome s eemingly agent-focus 
Tagalog s entences ( ac tually environment or amb i ence sentences ) invo l­
ving verb s l ike Umul a n  ' It raine d ' and Umaraw ' I t  was sunny ' are eas i ly 
int erpretab le and why they do not have a direct relationship with other 
agent ives of this part icular s ent ence se t .  It might also answer other 
s eeming discrepanc ies in the actual surface struc tures of verbal predi­
cate s entences . For example , Cena ( 19 7 7 ) c laims that s ome agent l e s s  
s ent enc es like P i n a t i d  s i  F re d  'Fred w a s  trippe d '  and K i n u to s i  F re d  
'Fred has Zice ' should b e  represented a t  a s ingl e  underlying syntac tic  
level together with regular agent ive s entenc es . If they are to be  
coales c e d  at s ome underlying level of  represent ation , it i s  b ecause of  
pragmat ic and not syntac t ic expectat ions . Speakers know ab out sunny 
days , b eing rained upo n ,  tripping , having lice , and so forth , and it 
is their knowledge of their surroundings that makes the s e  s entences 
immediately interpre tab le and n,ot their syntax s earch of focus con­
struct ions . 

Other studies like Olson and Filby 1 9 7 2  found that the ease of 
pro c e s s ing ac t ive and pass ive s entenc e s  was related to the prior coding 
of perceptual events . Thus , "when the event was coded in terms of the 
ac tor , active s ent enc es w ere more easily verified , when the event was 
coded in t erms of the receiver of the act ion , pass ive s entenc e s  were 
more eas i ly verified" ( Olson and Filby 1972 : 36 1 ) . This also s eemed to 
hold t rue for answering ac tive and pass ive quest ions . Apparently , 
sentenc es which are contextually appropriate are b etter comprehended 
in t erms of their s urface grammati cal structure . If the act ive or 
pass ive s entence happens to be appropriate to the situat ion in terms 
of i t s  coding , then actives or pas s ives are in turn more eas i ly com­
prehended .  Contrary t o  the derivat ional theory o f  complexity , one 
need not go through the t rans formational history of a s entence to find 
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the psychological processes actually involved in using a s entenc e . 
Pas s ive forms can b e  dealt with directly , and with the half-dozen 
Philippine pas s i ve s , this may mean that each pass ive is  directly com­
prehended in line w ith the semant ic possibilities that a given verb 
affords . There are some important di fferences b etween Indo-European 
and Phi l ippine pas sives , but it does provide an int eresting s t art from 

a universals ' point of view , noting that different sentence type s can 
be  as eas i ly comprehended depending upon context , s emant ic c ongruity , 
and coding expectations . 

Another interest ing approach was taken by Johnson-Laird ( 19 68b ) in 

a s s e s sing the choice o f  the pass ive voice in a communicative task . 
Student subj e c t s  pres ented with a diagram were asked t o  choose an 
appropriate des cript ion for it from a s e t  which inc luded act ive as well 
as pass ive s entences . Johnson-Laird reas oned that such a task would 
b ear s ome res emb lanc e to what speakers normally do in choos ing s en­
t ences to describe something . Of cours e ,  this is exac tly the task that 
speakers of any language must init iate and ,  in the case of Phil ippine 

pass i ves , provides an interesting suggest ion for test ing generation of 
s pec ific focus type s . One would expect that if certain focus cons t ruc­
t ions do correlate highly with certain communicative tasks , syntac tic  
focus can b e  defined as conceptual focus . A byproduct mi ght b e  t o  
l earn exac tly what their relative frequenc ies  are . This  may also have 
some relationship to how speakers go about interpreting sentences which 
come 'in t o  be proces s ed ,  although it does not automat ically fol low that 
this is the cas e . 

The obj ec t  o f  such an invest igat ion would b e  to take a variety of 
s amples of Phi l ipp ine discourse and to find out exactly what the rel­
at ive frequency o f  these pas s ives happens to b e . Thi s  has b een carried 
out for English by Goldman-Eis ler and Cohen ( 19 7 0 ) ,  with the finding 
that s imple active affirmat ive declarative s entence s  constitut ed from 
80 to 90 perc ent of verbal output in English , negat ives and pas sives 

were in the range of . 7  to 10 perc ent , and pas s ive negat ives were 
pra c t ically a non-event . Some useful information could b e  gleaned 
from inves t igat ing the relative frequency of pas s ive s , from the po int 
of view of their p erformance output , as well as helping to estab l ish 
the link b etween what the func tion is  that they do s erve in discourse . 
Many , like Keenan ( 19 7 6 : 311 ) have ob s erved that 

. . . . wh i l e  pas s i ve senten c e s  may b e  non-b a s i c  in Eng l i s h  
t h ey a r e  a t  l e a s t  much more b a s i c  . . .  i n  Malayo-Po lyn e s i an 
L s  s u c h  a s  Maor i ,  Tagalog , Mal ga sy . I n  par t i c ular the 
p r i v i l e g e s  of  o c c u r r e n c e  o f  pa s s ives i n  tho s e  L s  are much 
gre ater t h an in Engl i sh . 
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What w e  need to know is  j ust  how basic they are ! Such frequency factors 
might be tied up with syntactic function in the s ame fashion that it is  with 
negat ive s . For example , Wason ' s  s t udies ( 19 59 , 19 6 5 )  have indicated 
that though negative sentences in English b o th take longer to evaluate 

and complete than affirmat ive s entence s , they are appropriate and 
equivalent in contexts of plau s ib l e  denial . If negat ives s erve a 
part icular func ti on ,  why not the same for different kinds of passive s  

i n  Phi lippine language s ?  A first step i n  this dire ction would b e  to 
gather s amples of  spontaneous s peech based , s ay on exc erpts of a hundred 
to two hundred c lause s  apiece , representative of speakers of various 
leve l s  of s o c ia l ,  intellec tual and chrono logi cal age differenc es , and 
obtain s ome me tric evaluation of their frequency of o c currence . 

Such s t at i stical frequency cons iderat ions may also account for the 
notion of pass ive s upremacy over actives in Tagalog in children ' s  
acquis it ion o f  focus types in Tagalog . Segalow i t z  and Galang ( 19 7 8 )  

no te that " in contras t t o  the usual English developmental patt ern with 
a c t ives and pas s ive s , the Tagalog chi ldren generally s howed b et t er 

mas tery of pat ient focus sent ences than agent focus s entenc es " . A 
statistical  survey may give us a s impl e  and ready an�wer to this int er­
est ing developmental finding . 

I t  would also be int ere st ing if we were to dis cover , for e xamp le , 
that focused s entences of c ertain kinds were more acces s ib le in memory 
than o ther kinds of s entential constructions . Geiselman ( 19 7 4 )  has 
found this to be true for English s ent ence s  in t erms of the kinds of 
instruct ions that are given on t e s t s . He found that s ent ences which 
were cued to be remembered were found t o  be more a c c e s s ib le than tho s e  
cued to b e  forgotten . The same ho lds true for the p o s s ib i lit ies that 
certain kinds of focus may affect how informat ion is retrieved . 

Just and Brownell ( 19 7 4 ) have also found that concretene s s  in terms 
of des cript ions provides a greater mnemonic power than ab s tract pro s e  
des cript i ons . Sub j ects  were quicker to provide re sponses for concrete 
paragraphs than they were for ab s tract pro se paragraphs . There ls a 
long history of research which shows that concrete words , words which 
conj ure up spe c i f i c  image s  in the mlnd , have an edge in t erms of b o th 

learning and memory over words which are ab s trac t . This  has led s ome 
( se e  Paivio 1 9 7 1 )  to propos e  a dual-coding hypothe s i s , i . e .  c oncrete 
words are s tored in terms of their images , b ut ab s tract words and 
conc epts which are not eas i ly imageab le are s tored in terms of their 
verba l  des criptions . Perhaps a given focus construc t ion type i s  applied 
t o  a variety o f  verb s which are di fferent in t e rms of their learning 
and their memory recall b ecause the ir imagery quo tient dictates ulti­
mate ly how they are pro c e s s ed and stored . Other s t udies on imagery 
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have noted that · high imagery promp t s  act more effectively than promp t s  

that exhib it low imagery ( s ee Danks and Sorce 1 9 7 3 ) .  Perhaps part o f  
t h e  prob lem with trying to find a single unifying s emant ic charac t er­
i s t i c  for a given focus-c onstruct ion type or a given affix within that 
focus -type ( for example , Tagalog ac tor-focus , mag - ,  - um - or ma n g - )  i s  
because their topic s differ in relative imagery . Topic s may e ither be 
high imagery or low imagery nouns with this semantic imagery spil ling 

over on the verbal predicat e . 
Even s o ,  s ome research s ugge s t s  that it is unlikely that Phi l ippine 

sub j e c t s  would rememb er the part icular focus of the s entences that 
they were exposed to . It i s  a commonplac e ob servation that memory for 
the gist of a particular sentence or pas s age is alway s better than 
verbat im memory , except when the latter is spec ifically called for . 
Indeed , outside inves t i gative s e tt ings , it i s  only the gist of the 
pas s age which is  usually called for . Recall of material is thus 
meaning-pres erving , whi le extremely forget ful of the lingui s t i c  devi ces 

by which they were de livered ( s ee , for example , Fillenbaum 1966 ) . 
Brans ford and Franks ( 19 7 1 ,  19 7 2 )  found that subj ects , unl e s s  

s pec ifically instructed to remember s e ntenc es verb at im, were unl ikely 
to dist inguish b etween sent ences which they had previously b e en expo sed 
to ; even c lo s ely related s entenc es which they had not actually heard 
were acc epted and inc luded in this finding . What sub j ects reported 
appeared to be a unified s emant ic repres entation in which the individual 
s entential input s were me lded into a coherent and congruent cognitive 
episodic entry . In terms of recal l ,  one can speculate that the verbal 
cons tructions in Phi l ippine languages are probab ly like English con­
struct ions in that they may and often do s erve a communicative funct ion , 
b ut onc e that funct i on is served the concept s are stored in other than 
the verbatim lingui s t i c  format . The curi ous point is  that if lit tle 
or no informati on ab out indivi dual sentenc es whi ch are carved out of 
the ent ire s emant ic mes sage is  retained , then what is  the purpos e  of 
focus in a memory retrieval system .  One would speculate that i t  may 
have little purpose in storage , perhap s l e s s  in retrieva l ,  and that 
ultimately its funct ion is to b e  found in the dis course s e t t ing whi ch 
it normally comes as p art of . This  would suggest that our attent ion 
should b e  direc t ed at exactly what the purpose of focus and t op ical­
i s ation happens to b e  i n  t erms of discours e sett ing itself . 

Another intere s t ing sub j ec t  would b e  to inves tigate exactly what 
the relationship b etween focus and topicalisation is for topic s . Much 
has b een written on what the topic may be in an is olated s entenc e , b ut 
not a great deal has appeared on what relat ionship the appearance of 
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t op i c s  i n  Phi lippine verbal c onstruc t ions has in common with theme s  
for discourse paragraphs . Themat isat ion ( s e e  Perfe tti 1 9 7 3 )  refers t o  
the re ferential theme that speakers employ when producing as well as 

when process ing discourse . One could , for example , measure the re l­
ative frequency of s entences c ontaining reference to a given noun 
phras e ;  this could t hen be construed as the theme of a given length of 
discours e .  One could then calculate the number of t imes this particular 

referent appears in topic posi tion in Phi lippine verbal cons truc t ions . 
One would thus be ab le to as s e s s  t o  what degree theme and topic cor­
relate and whether topic is  in any way a devi c e  used to highlight or 
to cont inue referenc e to a given topic . I f  the correlation is high , 
the func t ion of topic can b e  said to b e  like the funct ion of recurring 
theme and s erves to highlight given , rather than new information . If  
s o , the topic s imp ly repeat s old information and cons i s t ent ly provides 
a frame of reference which refers to the overall theme of dis course 
paragraphs on dis course conte xt s .  

Obviously we very rarely have need to proc ess  sentenc e s  in ab solute 
iso lation . Sentences usually appear in dis cours e  context and they 
usually s ay s omething about spec ific topic s .  There is  a cont radic t i on 
in terms b etween the use  of Philippine focus as it has often b een 
designat ed as the centre of attention and new evidence in respect to 

what can be cons idered given and new information . Given informat ion 
obvi ous ly deals with what the listener is expected to know and what 
speakers are framing their new cont ribut ions in the light o f . New 
informat ion , on the other hand , is information that l i s teners are not 
expected to know already and provides the structure within which 
speakers are allowed to e laborate and embroider their conversational 
contribut ions ( s e e  Haviland and Clark 1974 ) .  If the speaker does pro­
vi de new informat ion to his audience and we can expect him to syntac­
tically ident i fy it by a given devi c e , then the Phil ippine topic may 
be  such a devi c e . Topi c  as given informat ion may s imply address 
informat ion already present in the memory . New information , on the 
other hand , would be  part of the comment s ide of the topic-comment 
relationship and would thus be the rest of the predic ate ,  verbal or 
otherwis e . Topic may b e  the s ingularly most availab le devi ce in 

Philippine languages for demarcating the boundaries b e tween given vs . 
new informat ion . It also s e ems to match with the fact that onc e nouns 
are ment ioned in discours e ,  they are mentioned in an indefinite fashion 
the firs t time ; they are usually ment ioned in a definite fashion the 
s econd t ime and thereafter . What one a ls o  needs here is  s ome inve s t i ­
gat ion as to how sentenc e s  begin dis course - how are t h e  very first 
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s entenc e s  in the opening discours e generate d ,  what are their topic s 

and corresponding verbal construct ions , and how do following s entence s  

mirror t h i s ?  It may b e  that topic marker� are definitivis ing markers 
c on stantly prompting a c c e s s  to information already pres ent in the 

memory as the dis course flows along . The old topic informat ion then 
merely s erves as a b ackdrop agains t which the new information is dis­
p layed . Indee d ,  i f  there is  any perceptual c entre of att ent ion , it is  

the new informat ion which is  the c entre of attent ion as the contribution 
to further elaboration of t he basic theme . Others ( se e  Schachter 1 9 7 6 : 
4 9 6 )  have al s o  noted t hat the topic const ituent "need not represent 
the center o f  attention " ,  for t he discourse context may direct attention 
to a re ferent which i s  repre sented b y  a non-topic nominal in the surface 
struc ture . 

Other ideas on themati sation , sentence s torage and ret ri eval come 

from Perfe tti and Goldman ( 19 7 4 ) .  Perfe tti and Gol dman found that · 

sent enc e s  pres ent ed in isolation without context elicited no difference s  
b etween nouns which oc curred as subj ects  and nouns which occ urred as 
obj e c t s  as promp t s  to recall the samp le s e ntenc e s . However , when 
s entences appeared at the end of paragraphs t he retrieval power o f  
b oth types of  nouns was greatly enhanced . When subj ect nouns were the 
p aragraph themes ,  s ub j e c t  nouns were much b et t er prompts than obj e c t  
nouns . When t he ob j ec t  w a s  t h e  theme , s ubj ec t  and obj ec t  w ere equal 

in their effectiveness as prompt s .  This  sugge s t s  that theme may p lay 
the key part in the s torage and retri eval o f  informat ion and i t  may 
also produc e constraints as to how speakers handle and encode given 
and new informat ion . Themati s at ion i s  a proce s s  by which a given 
referent comes t o  be developed as the central sub j ect of  a given pie ce 
of  dis c ours e , and there may b e  various ways in whic h this  1 s  done ; for 
examp le ,  it  may not be  a spec ific word which is themati s e d ,  but rather 
a number of words may refer to the same referent . Perfe t t i  and Goldman 
( 19 7 4 ) note that one might have e xpected grammat ical subj < c t s  for 
s entences in i solat i on ,  e ither b e cause of  their syntactic func t ion as 
subj e c t  or their s emantic role as typically filled by agent , to have 
s ome kind of favoured s tatus over obj e c t s  in the memory for sentence 
meaning and s erve as b etter retrieval prompts for s ingle s entenc e s . 
However , one of the key resul t s  of their set  of experiment s indicates 
that there i s  no support for this expectat ion . One wonders whether 
the Phi lippine topic exhibits some of t he s ame constraints . It appears 
t o  have a favoured synt ac tic  s tatus like the English s ubj ect , but for 

c ertain tasks l ike memory s torage and memory retrieval , it may turn 
out not to have any s pe c ial status over agents at all . Such prompt 
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relat ionships may even be  tied to paragraph themat isation inst ead , and 
normal discourse condi t ions are of c ours e more like the se condit ions 

anyway . Focus as it has b e en used in Philippine des cr iptions may not 
be as simple and straightforward as a s ingle devi ce for s ingle sentenc e s . 

Perfett i ( 19 7 3 )  thus found that cued recall for s entences where the 
s emantic func t i on of actor coincided with the synt actic funct ion of 
deep sub j e c t  was b et t er than for s entences that did not have this 

correlat ion . He also found the same to be true for the re lationship 
between recipient and obj ect . For example , in ' Virgi l experienced 

humi l i a tion a t  t h e  hands o f  the so l di ers ' ,  ' Virgi l '  may be  the subj ect 
but ' th e  so ldi ers ' are in fac t the underlying actors in the logical 
s ense . Perfetti inquired whe ther in such sentenc e s  ' Virgi l '  or ' th e  

so l di ers ' are the more potent c lues for retrieving the sentence i n  i t s  
ent irety . ( Obvious ly , one can also have congruenc ies , as in sentenc e s  
l ike ' The 80 ldi er8 humi liated Vi rgi l '  where ' the  80 l die rs ' are both 
actor and deep s truc ture sub j e c t  and ' Vi rgi l '  b oth patient and deep 
s truc ture obj ect . )  The que s t i on was whether agents were the most 
effe ctive prompts in retr ieving s ent ence s  or whether deep structure 
sub j e c t s  would be  the mo st powerful promp t s . In cases where they over­
lap one would have expec t ed these prompts to be the most powerful of 
all . This  promis e s  t o  b e  an int erest ing line of inve st igation for 
Phil ippine s ent enc e s  ins omuch as one wonders how synt actic marking as 
topic cuts acro s s  o ther s emant ico-syntactic categories l ike agent , and 
how these affect s entence pro c e s s ing and s torage . 

Before conc luding , al low me to comment that I have in this paper 
t ried to pres ent s ome aiternative sugges t ions as to how the key i s sue 
in Phil ippine descriptions may be approached for a c learer understanding 
of exact ly what the verbal paradigm does . In e s s ence , I ful ly agree 
w ith Fodor , Bever and Garrett ' s  ( 19 7 4 : 512 ) a s s e s s ment that 

. . •  s i n c e  t h e  adequ a c y  o f  a g r amm ar depends on t h e  p s y c h o ­
l o g i c a l  r e al i t y  o f  the s t r u c tural de s c r i p t i o n s  t h at it 
pos tulate s ,  i t  may w e l l  be that on ly d i r e c t  exp e r i m e n t a t i o n  
on psy c ho l ogi c a l r e ality wi l l  ult imat ely c h o o s e  b e tween 
c ompe t i ng synt ac t i c  t h e o r i e s .  

Where the linguistic arguments are equivocal , and they certainly are 
in the Phi l ippine verbal paradigm ,  one is grateful for any me tric 
device by which one can b etter grasp the e s s ence of the linguis t i c  
fac t s . It may j ust be that for this cas e s ome psycholinguistic  inves­
tigat ion may provide exact ly the kind of footing that we need . This  
is  especially true in this  cas e , for so much of the discuss ion ab out 
the fo cus-topic syntactic  device has been couched in what are e s s en­
tially psychological terms . 



4 5 6  JOSEPH KESS 

In conc lus ion , my approach here has b een to me ld s ome of the tradi­
tional approaches in Phi lippine lingui s t i c s  with s ome of the mainstream 
activi t i es in current psycholinguis t i c  research , hoping that the lat ter 
might st imulate new outlooks on the former and suggest possible avenues 
of research which may provide us  with answers to s ome of our basic 
syntactic and semant i c  prob lems . Though this paper has taken s omewhat 
the posit ion of Cyrano ' s  early monologue piquing Valvert on how t o  
approach t h e  que s t ion of the nose , my int ention was only to present 
research perspec t ives on how to approach the que st ion of focus and 
topic . Herein must lie  not only interesting p o s s ib ilitie s , b ut possibly 
also the answer to the key s emantic and pragmatic difficul ties we 
encount er with syntax in Phil ippine languages .  
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