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Data: the basic contrast
(1)a. Let’s talk about books.

b. Let’s talk books.

(2) Let's Talk Payments
https://twitter.com/Let sTalkPaymnts ?ref_src=twsrc%5Egoogle%7C twc amp%5Eserp%7C t
wgr%5 Eauthor

Questions
(i) How are Let’s talk about x and Let’s talk different?
(ii) How can we account for the contrast between the two constructions?

(3) Let’s Talk Coffee
http://www.letstalkcoffee.org

Data: constraints
(4) Bare N
a. Let’s talk books.
b. *Let’s talk a book.
c. *Let’s talk the books.
(5) Count/mass distinctions
a. Let’s talk books/wine.
b. *Let’s talk one book.
(6)
modifier N
a. ?Let’s talk good books.
b. ?Let’s talk great hunting.
N modifier
c. ??Let’s talk food sold at Wegman’s.

Theoretical assumptions
Information structure def component of the sentence grammar in which
propositions as conceptual states of affairs are paired with lexicogrammatical
structures
Information structure intervenes at all meaning bearing levels of grammatical
structure. It is formally manifested in:
- the form of syntactic (in particular, nominal) constituents
- the position and ordering of such constituents in the sentence
- the form of complex grammatical constructions
- certain choices between related lexical items
- aspects of prosody
Lambrecht 1994

Topic is what the sentence is about

Gundel & Fretheim 2004, Riou 2015

Interpretation of indefinites in topic positions is restricted

Portner 2004, Erteschek-Shir 2007

Working Hypotheses
…Let’s talk x vs. Let’s talk about x are allosentences def semantically
equivalent but formally and pragmatically divergent surface
manifestations of given propositions. following Lambrecht 1994

Data generalization sources
- native speaker introspection
- Twitter posts with “talk (about) x”
- Mechanical Turk perception studies
Study 1
2 separate groups of 25 participants each
one for ‘let’s talk x’, another for ‘let’s talk about x’
1-7 scale on data grammaticality acceptability
Study 2
2 separate groups of 25 participants each
one for ‘let’s talk x’, another for ‘let’s talk about x’
1-7 scale on acceptability for data context, familiarity,
authority, performativity

…Let’s talk x and Let’s talk about x both introduce a topic.
The grammatical properties of the second construction indicate that it
may be a specific indefinite following Portner 2004
Study #1
Example
Let’s talk books
Let’s talk good books
Let’s talk books we all like

Acceptability
6.12
5.76
3.12

Sample finding
Both Let’s talk x (4.80) nor Let’s talk about x (5.16) are acceptable
On average, Let’s talk about x was rated more acceptable than Let’s talk x
Statistically significant difference (p=0.032)

Study #2
Example
You are a chef chatting with other chefs after a tough day of baking.
Let’s talk about cakes: 4.291667
Let’s talk cakes: 4.230769
Sample finding
Let’s talk x Let’s talk about x
Chef teaching community college
5.73
6.25
Judge on a cooking show
4.73
5.17
Chef chatting with chef
4.23
4.29
Chef talking to family
2.27
2.17

Questions still to be answered
What counts as specific?
What to do with proper N?
(7) Let’s talk Trump.
How is the sense of commitment to the topic achieved?
(8)
Speaker A: Let’s talk books.
Speaker B: #No, maybe another time.
What is the role of intonation?
Prosodic phenomena, particularly pitch contours, are linked to
topichood and information structure in English (Zellers, & Post.
2009, Steedman, 2014, among others).
(9)
a. Let’s talk about books?
b. *Let’s talk books?
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Prosody Meets Pragmatics. Bingley: Emerald: 79-105.
Du Bois, J.W. 2003. Discourse and Grammar. In M. Tomasello (ed.), The New Psychology of
Language: Cognitive and Functional Approaches to Language Structure. Mahwah – London: L.
Erlbaum. Vol. 2: 47-88.
Erteschek-Shir, Nomi.2007. Information Structure. Oxford University Press.
Fraser, B. 2009. Topic Orientation Markers. Journal of Pragmatics 41 (5): 892-898.
Geluykens, R. 1993. Topic Introduction in English Conversation. Transactions of the
Philological Society 91 (2): 181-214.
Horne, M. et al. 2001. Cue Words and the Topic Structure of Spoken Discourse: The Case of Swedish
Men “But”. Journal of Pragmatics 33 (7): 1061-1081.
Lambrecht, K. 1994. Information Structure and Sentence Form: Topic, Focus and the Mental
Representations of Discourse Referents. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
Portner, Paul. 2004. What can we learn about information structure from imperatives? The Absence of
Specific Indefinites. Talk handout.
Riou, M. 2015. A methodology for the identification of topic transitions in interaction. Discours en ligne.
16. http://discours.org
Sidnell, J. 2013. Basic Conversation Analytic Methods. In J. Sidnell & T. Stivers (eds.),
Steedman, Mark. "The surface-compositional semantics of English intonation." Language 90.1 (2014):
2-57.
The Handbook of Conversation Analysis. Oxford: Wiley-Blackwell: 77-99.
Zellers, Margaret, and Brechtje Post. "Fundamental frequency and other prosodic cues to topic
structure." Proceedings of IDP 2009 (2009).

