Theme–Rheme analysis of some texts: 
To get a real sense of what Theme systems contribute to meaning, we need to examine a longer piece of text. The following passage is from The Autobiography of Bertrand Russell
(a) Three passions, simple but overwhelmingly strong, have governed my life: the longing for love, the search for knowledge, and unbearable pity for the suffering of mankind. (b) These passions, like great winds, have blown me hither and thither, in a wayward course over a deep ocean of anguish, reaching to the very verge of despair.

(c) I have sought love, first, because it brings ecstasy — ecstasy so great that I would often have sacrificed all the rest of life for a few hours of this joy. (d) I have sought it, next, because it relieves loneliness — that terrible loneliness in which one shivering consciousness looks over the rim of the world into the cold unfathomble lifeless abyss. (e) I have sought it, finally, because in the union of love I have seen, in a mystic miniature, the prefiguring vision of the heaven that saints and poets have imagined. (f) This is what I sought, and though it might seem too good for human life, this is what — at last — I have found.

(g) With equal passion I have sought knowledge. (h) I have wished to understand the hearts of men. (i) I have wished to know why the stars shine .... (j) A little of this, but not much, I have achieved..
(k) Love and knowledge, so far as they were possible, led upward toward the heavens. (l) But always pity brought me back to earth. (m) Echoes of cries of pain reverberate in my heart. (n) Children in famine, victims tortured by oppressors, helpless old people a hated burden to their sons, and the whole world of loneliness, poverty, and pain make a mockery of what human life should be. (o) I long to alleviate the evil, but I cannot, and I too suffer.

(p) This has been my life. (q) I have found it worth living, and would gladly live it again if the chance were offered me.

In the first three paragraphs, notice how Russell directs our attention through his consistent use of theme in each paragraph, usually either Three/These passions or I. That technique allows us to attend especially carefully to the rheme in each sentence, where his new information is.

In the fourth paragraph, notice the dramatic shift in Russell's use of thematic structure. Gone are the sentences with I as their themes. Here instead Russell wants us to focus on a different set of ideas, ideas that are much more important than he himself. So he puts those ideas in thematic position at the beginning of sentence (l), (m), and especially (n). By shifting theme in those sentences, Russell can direct our attention to the ideas that he most wants to express, namely that some issues (like human suffering) transcend the needs of the individual.

As we can see from these few examples, Theme systems can create a "texture" in the fabric of conversation or written language; they guide our point of view as we perceive and interpret the flow of information in the discourse. Theme systems help us follow the "thread of discourse" and in so doing provide cohesion within language.

Newspaper article (from The Daily Telegraph, Feb 10, 1999) 

	Theme
	Rheme

	Parts of Northern Britain
	were brought to a standstill by heavy snow and ice yesterday with roads closed and dangerous driving conditions.

	Scotland
	was worst hit.

	Two hundred schools
	were closed in Aberdeenshire, where roads were impassable,

	and more than seven inches of snow
	was recorded at Aberdeen airport.

	An injured climber
	survived 18 hours in sub-zero temperatures clinging to an ice-covered ledge after falling 400ft in Glencoe.

	Lawrence Reeve, 40, a computer operator from Chessington, Surrey,
	was recovering in hospital yesterday after suffering severe facial injuries, a punctured lung and frostbite.

	The lone walker
	was making his way along a ridge when he fell into Glen Cam, striking a boulder which saved him from a further drop of 300ft.



  

From A.A. Milne: Winnie-the-Pooh 

	Theme
	Rheme

	Once upon a time, a very long time ago now, about last Friday
	Winnie-the-Pooh lived in a forest all by himself under the name of Sanders.

	  One day when he was out walking 
	he came to an open place in the middle of the forest

	  and in the middle of this place 
	was a very large oak tree

	  and from the top of the tree 
	there came a large buzzing noise.

	  Winnie-the-Pooh  
	sat down at the foot of the tree,

	 
	put his head between his paws

	  and 
	began to think.

	  First of all he 
	said to himself

	  "That buzzing noise 
	means something.

	  You 
	don’t get a buzzing noise like that, just buzzing and buzzing, without its meaning something.

	  If there’s a buzzing noise, 
	somebody’s making a buzzing noise

	  and the only reason for making a buzzing noise that I know of 
	is because you’re a bee."

	  Then he 
	thought for another long time

	  and 
	said

	  "And the only reason for being a bee that I know of 
	is making honey."

	  And then he 
	got up,

	  and 
	said

	  "And the only reason for making honey 
	is so as I can eat it."

	  So he 
	began to climb the tree.


SPIRIT AND COMMUNITY 

1. There is nothing in the whole range of human experience more widely known and universally felt than spirit. 

2. Apart from spirit there could be no community, for it is spirit which draws men into community and gives to any community its unity, cohesiveness, and permanence. 

3. Think, for example, of the spirit of the Marine Corps. 

4. Surely this is a reality we all acknowledge. 

5. We cannot, of course, assign it any substance. 

6. It is not material and is not a "thing" occupying space and time. 

7. Yet it exists and has an objective reality which can be experienced and known. 

8. So it is too with many other spirits which we all know: the spirit of Nazism or Communism, school spirit, the spirit of a street corner gang or a football team, the spirit of Rotary or the Ku Klux Klan. 

9. Every community, if it is alive has a spirit, and that spirit is the center of its unity and identity. 

10. In searching for clues which might lead us to a fresh apprehension of the reality of spirit, the close connection between spirit and community is likely to prove the most fruitful. 

11. For it is primarily in community that we know and experience spirit. 

12. It is spirit which gives life to a community and causes it to cohere. 

13. It is the spirit which is the source of a community's drawing power by means of which others are drawn into it from the world outside so that the community grows and prospers. 

Texts for analysis 

Identify the thematic structures in these two advertisements for cars. What can the choice of themes reveal about the general style of the text? 

What matters is what car you're in. In the new Renault Mégane, prior to impact, our anti-lock braking system helps you maintain control. 
Collision sensors then fire tiny, explosively-charged clasp pre-tensioners to tug any slack out of your safety belt – binding you into your seat. 10 milliseconds later, a two-stage front airbag inflates, holding your chest and had in place far more gently than conventional systems. 
(Lateral airbags do the same in a side impact and are seat-mounted to be in the right position whatever your height.) 
After 70 milliseconds, seatbelt tension transfers to steel shock-absorbing belt mounts. 
They deform with pressure, taking the strain in place of your chest and shoulders. 
Close protection head rests cradle your head and neck against 'whiplash'. 
That's in the first tenth of a second. 
You've hardly realised you're going to crash. 
Yet already everything vital for your safety has happened. 
So far this year, our Systems for Restraint and Protection, or SRP, as we call it, has won the Mégane 'Safest Car in its Class' rating at the official Euro NCAP crash tests and What Car? magazine's coveted Safety Award. 
By all means invest effort and discipline looking and feeling as young as you can. 
But do it thankful that our concerns have been the opposite. 
We want you to get old. 
Stay beautiful 
The New Mégane 
Safest car in its class. 
  

THE NEW TOYOTA YARIS. 
IT DEFIES LOGIC. 
Sports cars are beautiful. 
Small cars are practical. 
That's the conventional wisdom. 
Here's the unconventional. 
The new Toyota Yaris is both. 
It has a stylish innovative shape which is also the most aerodynamic in its class. 
Making it both easy on the eye and on the pocket. 
Inside it's the same. 
A beautifully-designed holographic instrument panel, angled towards the driver, makes keeping your eyes on the road and on your instruments less of a strain. 
It's also very spacious (2.5 cubic metres) with a rear seat that moves forward up to 15 cm to increase the size of the boot, or folds down completely for when you really need more room. 
Available in 3 and 5 door versions, prices range from £7,495 to £11,245 
and there's a choice of payment schemes to make ownership even easier. 
What could be more practical? 
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