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Abstract: Rhetorical structure theory (RST) came into being for the analysis of natural
texts to determine their rhetorical structure and function, originally as a means of
allowing computer generation of texts. Since then, its usefulness as a linguistic tool has
been established independent of its use for computer text generation. The theory
analyzes texts as having basically nuclear statements and satellite statements linked to
them, with the satellite statements having a variety of definable relations to their
respective nuclei, primarily based on semantics rather than grammar. It thus provides a
valuable complementary method for biblical discourse analysis because it reveals
rhetorical relationships often overlooked in grammatical analysis.

Introduction

| came across Rhetorical Structure Theory (RST) while preparing to write a chapter in a
forthcoming book on discourse analysis in narrative books in the Hebrew Bible. | selected the
book of Ezra as the subject of my chapter, and in the course of my research, | investigated RST
in great detail. It became apparent to me that this theory offered several distinct advantages
for discourse analysis. While it was not the only method of analysis | used, it proved effective in
analyzing the book of Ezra. The purpose of this paper is to demonstrate the value and
effectiveness of RST as a tool for Bible interpretation. The paper will explain the history and
particulars of RST for those who are not familiar with it, illustrate RST analysis with excerpts
from the book of Ezra, and then evaluate the usefulness of RST analysis for Bible scholars.

The History of Rhetorical Structure Theory

Rhetorical Structure Theory (RST) originated in the studies of computer methods for generation
of texts in the early 1980s.! The creators of the theory had concluded that there was “no
available theory of discourse structure or function that provided enough detail to guide
programming any sort of author.”? The theory has proved useful in analysis of discourses
outside of the attempt to generate computer texts, hence our discussion of it here.

As can be inferred from the name of the theory, RST focuses on the rhetorical relations within
the clauses of a text, thus focusing on the text as a communication vehicle primarily meant to
convey a communicative purpose to the reader or hearer. The theory is a relative newcomer to

! William C. Mann, Maite Taboada. 2005-2023. “Introduction to RST.”
https://www.sfu.ca/rst/0lintro/intro.html (Accessed July 26, 2023).
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the field of discourse structure and analysis; however it has now established itself as a mature
theory in linguistic circles. It bears some similarity to other methods already in place, in
particular semantic structure analysis. But a closer examination is in order.

The Basic Concepts
RST is based on three assumptions:

1. Texts are not just strings of clauses. Instead, they consist of hierarchically organized
clauses and groups of clauses that relate to one another in various ways.

2. These relations, which can be described functionally in terms of the purposes of the
writer and the writer's assumptions about the reader, reflect the writer's options for
organizing and presenting the concepts.

3. The most common type of text relation is that which we call a nucleus-satellite relation,
in which one part of the text is ancillary to the other.?

The essence of RST is to recognize the existence of nuclear and satellite units within a text, and
then to define and map these relations. The satellites provide support to the nuclei, and
communicate additional information and ideas the author wanted conveyed to the reader.
Mann and Thompson describe the nucleus-satellite relationship in further detail:

...the typical relations of RST are nucleus-satellite relations, which are asymmetric. For
Example, if span A is standing as evidence for span B, then B is not standing as evidence for
A. Examination of large amounts of text shows that the uses of these asymmetric relations
form a pattern, in which one span is consistently more central to the writer's goals and less
subject to deletion or substitution of other material. The less central, or satellite, span
tends to enhance the function of the more central, or nucleus, spans.*

In general, what nucleus of a rhetorical relation expresses is more essential than what
satellite expresses. The nucleus is comprehensible independent of the satellite, but not
vice versa.®

The first step in RST analysis is to break the text down into elementary discourse units (EDU),®
then the relations between adjacent EDUs are analyzed to determine what is nucleus and what
is satellite. An EDU is defined simply as “functionally a simple sentence or a clause in a complex
sentence,” and further defined by these properties:

3 William C. Mann, Sandra A. Thompson, “Rhetorical Structure Theory: A Framework for the Analysis of Texts,”
Reprinted from IPRA Papers in Pragmatics, Vol. 1, 1987. (Repeated words edited out)

4 1bid.

% Shengluan Hou, Shuhan Zhang, and Chaoqun Fei, “Rhetorical structure theory: A comprehensive review of theory,
parsing methods and applications,” Expert Systems With Applications 157 (2020) p. 3.

& Manfred Stede, Maite Taboada, and Debopam Das, Annotation Guidelines for Rhetorical Structure (chrome-
extension://efaidnbmnnnibpcajpcglclefindmkaj/https://www.sfu.ca/~mtaboada/docs/research/RST_Annotation_Guid
elines.pdf, 2017, accessed Feb. 6, 2023), p. 1.
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1. EDU is the minimal textual unit of RS-trees; EDU acts as the leaf node of each RS-tree,
which means that it can’t be split into smaller text spans.

2. EDU acts as a syntactic constituent that has independent semantics; In this sense, an
EDU corresponds to a clause or a simple sentence, but not a phrase.

3. Some EDUs may contain parenthetical units. In other words, some EDUs may have
embedded textual units, whose deletion doesn’t affect their semantic meaning.’

The next step is to define the rhetorical relationship between the nucleus and the satellite. The
classical list of relations is:®

Circumstance Justify Concession
Solutionhood Volitional-cause Condition
Elaboration Nonvolitional-cause Otherwise
Background Volitional-result Interpretation
Enablement Nonvolitional-result Evaluation
Motivation Purpose Restatement
Evidence Antithesis Summary

It is also possible to link two nuclei together in the following multi-nuclear relations:

Conjunction Joint
Disjunction Contrast
Sequence

The results of this analysis are diagrams that are similar to tree diagrams for syntax analysis, but
based on relationships of clauses rather than individual words. The drawing of the diagrams is
facilitated by software developed for that purpose, available from the RST website.®

Before we go on to diagrams and examples of RST analysis in action, we should point out that
many things about RST are very similar to semantic structure analysis that was developed by
Beekman and Callow years ago. About semantic structure analysis, Beekman and Callow had
the following to say:

One of the basic units in analyzing the semantic structure of a text is called a
proposition. To analyze a text from a semantic standpoint, then, would involve
identifying the propositions themselves; analyzing the semantic relations between the

" Shengluan Hou, Shuhan Zhang, and Chaoqun Fei, “Rhetorical structure theory: A comprehensive review of theory,
parsing methods and applications,” Expert Systems With Applications 157 (2020) p. 2.

8 The complete explanation of each of these relations, with examples, are found in Mann, Thompson, “Rhetorical
Structure Theory,” pp. 250-255, and Stede, Taboda, Das, Annotation Guidelines, pp. 9-21.

® https://www.sfu.ca/rst/06tools/index.html

3



propositions; analyzing the propositions into smaller semantic units; and indicating how
the propositions are grouped into larger semantic units.*°

The interesting fact is that Mann and Thompson in their 1987 foundational paper cite this
above work by Beekman and Callow and another work that included Michael Kopesec.!! Even
though Mann and Thompson never discussed semantic structure analysis in relation to RST, if
we compare the lists of relations between propositions as given in Translating the Word of
God*? with the lists given above for EDUs, we see a lot of similarity. Beekman and Callow also
used the term “nucleus” for central statements, but their units of analysis were longer than the
EDUs of Mann and Thompson. It is clear even from the quote above that the goals of each type
of analysis are different. Beekman and Callow were after the “larger semantic units,” whereas
Mann and Thompson had a much narrower goal. They wanted to describe the rhetorical
functions of the smaller parts of the text so as to determine the hierarchy between smaller
units, so that the core of what is being said could be separated out from the ancillary
statements at the most basic level. It is out of the scope of this paper, but a detailed study of
how previous scholars, particularly biblical scholars, influenced the work of Mann and
Thompson would be an interesting subject for future research.

RST Diagram Examples

The following are some simple diagrams that illustrate the types of “text spans” or “RS-tree”
diagrams that are possible:

' joint
circumstance A /

motivation | enablement cequence|sequenc

7~ NN .

The following are examples of simple diagrams taken from the RST website:

10 John Beekman and John Callow (1974, rev. 2002) Translating The Word Of God: with Scripture and Topical
Indexes. Dallas: SIL International, p. 271.
11 John Beekman, John Callow, and Michael Kopesec. 1981. The Semantic Structure of Written Communication.
Dallas: Summer Institute of Linguistics.
12 Beekman and Callow, p. 294.
13 Shengluan Hou, Shuhan Zhang, and Chaoqun Fei, “Rhetorical structure theory: A comprehensive review of
theory, parsing methods and applications,” Expert Systems With Applications 157 (2020), p. 3.
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The diagrams are linearly wide, but the software does provide a way to change the orientation

to a vertical rather than a horizontal format, as in this example:

14 Maite Tabaoda and William Mann, “Rhetorical Structure Theory: looking back and moving ahead,” Sage

Publications, Vol. 8:3, 2006, p. 427.

15 https://www.sfu.ca/rst/02analyses/published.html#notlazinesstext
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Background That year was to see the beginning of a
mighty flood.

1-8 Span| Sequence Sequence A young Englishman, Moreton Frewen,
bought out the 76 brand from a
ranchman on the Sweetwater River,

“Sequence and the first big herd of cattle was driven
onto Powder River.
r Sequencel Sequence Then the Anglo-American Cattle

Company, first of the big overseas
corporations, was organized in London,

“Sequence” Span and they established a "ranche"

Background ~where one of the little branching
tributaries of Powder River flowed out of
the mountains.

“Sequence| Sequence Word spread about the fortunes to be

made,

Sequence and soon everybody who was anybody
on either side of the Atlantic was talking
about raising cattle in the West.

9-157 Joint Land was virtually free, countesy of
Uncle Sam!

rJoint~ Span No costs

Concession beyond the paltry wages of a handful of
cowboys!

rJoint” Span No capital investment to speak of

Elaboration -- a few rude log buildings.

“Joint” Span No risks

Elaboration -- simply buy a herd and let nature do
the restl 16

RST Examples from the Book of Ezra

| have done a complete analysis of the book of Ezra using RST analysis. The present full RST
analysis of the continuous text of Ezra is quite long, taking 40 horizontal screen shifts on the
computer to scroll through the entire analysis. So the examples here given will all be shorter
sections. In fact, the creators of RST theory have acknowledged that the analysis doesn’t work
as well on longer texts.!” Our first example will be from Ezra 1:1-8:

18 File “America-mt.rs2” from the software “Analysis” folder.
17 Maite Tabaoda and William Mann, “Rhetorical Structure Theory: looking back and moving ahead,” Sage
Publications, Vol. 8:3, 2006, p. 430.

6



Purpose

1-4-Span

Volitional-result - Span

Elaboration

Enablement

5-6 -Span

Justify

Motivation

rSequence - Span

Purpose - Span h

Elaboration - (He is the God who is in Jerusalem.)

Background — 1:4 And to everyone who is left, in all the

7-13 - Sequence - Sequence - Span

rSequence - Span

Elaboration

14-16 ~ Sequence - Sequence

Elaboration

18-19 - Span

Enablement

1:1 Now in order to fulfill the LORD's
word through Jeremiah,

the LORD stirred up Persia's king Cyrus's
spirit.
In the first year of his reign as Persia's

king, Cyrus sent out a message through
all his kingdom,

and also put it in writing:

1:2 "This is what | Cyrus Persia's king
say: The LORD, heaven's God, has given
all earth's kingdoms to me.

He has commanded me to build a house
for him at Jerusalem, which is in the
Judah province.

1:3 Are any among you some of his
people?

May his God be with him!
He should go up to Jerusalem in Judah

and build a house for the LORD, Israel's
God.

places where each lives as a foreign
worker, || say this|:

the people at his place should help the
traveler with silver, gold, goods, and
livestock, along with a freewill offering for
God's house in Jerusalem.

1:5 Then Judah's and Benjamin's heads
of ancestral houses, the priests, and the
Levites came to the fore.

Those were all the ones whose spirit God
had stirred up to go up to Jerusalem and
build the LORD's house.

1:6 All the people around them helped
them with silver items, with gold, goods,
livestock, and expensive gifts.

Those gifts were in addition to all the
things that people gave as freewill
offerings.

1:7 King Cyrus also brought out the
utensils for the LORD's house that
Nebuchadnezzar had taken from
Jerusalem and had put in his god's
house.

1:8 But Persia's king Cyrus had
Mithredath the treasurer bring them out
and count them out to Judah's prince
Sheshbazzar.



The term “span” refers to the text spans or RS-tree sections, and the repetition of the same
word on a line is just a way to regulate the spacing of the diagrams.

The left-most numbers are the EDUs, and each group of them (1-4, 5-6, 7-13, 14-16, 18-19) is a
nucleus and its satellite or satellites. 7-13 and 14-16 are multinuclear spans that link two
adjacent nuclei together, in this case the sequence relation. We can see an inverted structure
here, with 7-13 as the command from Cyrus for some to go and others to support them, and
14-16 being the Jewish response to Cyrus’s decree.

One of the practical applications that has been explored by computer people for the RST
analysis is the ability for a computer to summarize a text by selecting out the nuclei. If we take
the nuclei and string them together, they form a basic summary of the section:

...the LORD stirred up Persia's king Cyrus's spirit... He has commanded me to build a
house for him at Jerusalem, which is in the Judah province.... He should go up to
Jerusalem in Judah... the people at his place should help the traveler with silver, gold,
goods, and livestock, along with a freewill offering for God's house in Jerusalem.... Then
Judah's and Benjamin's heads of ancestral houses, the priests, and the Levites came to
the fore.... All the people around them helped them with silver items, with gold, goods,
livestock, and expensive gifts.

If we were to analyze these eight verses without using the RST analysis, we would see that v. 1
forms an introduction to the section, v. 2 corresponds to vs. 7 and 8, and vs. 3 and 4 correspond
tovs. 5 and 6. This is a simple chiastic structure, where after the introduction the outer and
inner parts correspond to each other, and they do so at the rhetorical level as well as the
grammatical level. Cyrus gives the command to rebuild the house, and he specifies who should
do it and who should support it. Then the people respond with who will go and who will
support, and Cyrus responds to his own decree by providing the means for his decree to be
accomplished. The RST analysis accurately reflects this analysis with its nucleus-satellite text
spans. The concept of enablement is an important rhetorical purpose here, as a key to how this
great undertaking would actually happen, only through the enablement of both king and fellow
exiles.

We will look at two other short spans to see how they reveal the rhetorical purposes of each
text. The first is Ezra 4:17-22, the response of Artaxerxes to the protest letters of the Persian
officials in Judah province:



1-2-Span 4:17 The king sent |back|] a command: To
Rehum the commander, Shimshai the
scribe, the rest of their associates who
live in Samaria, and the rest on the other
side of the Euphrates river: Greetings.

Circumstance And now, 4:18 the letter which you sent to
us has been read in translation before
me.

/Volitional-result -4:19 | have made a decree,

/ Evidence - Span they have made a search,

3-5-Span and they found that this city has indeed
made rebellion against kings from days of
old.

yEvidence It has committed rebellion and revolt.

6-9 - Span 4:20 Also, powerful kings were over

Jerusalem,

Evidence - Span and they ruled over the whole region on

the other side of the Euphrates river,

Elaboration —receiving tribute, custom, and toll from
there.

4:21 Now make a decree to make those
men cease, and this city not be rebuilt,

10-11 - Span

Condition until |such time as| | issue a command.

12-13 - Span 4:22 | warn you that you must not neglect

this matter.

Motivation Why should the kings suffer greater
damage because of this?

The second is the response of Darius to the careful inquiry from Tattenai the Persian governor:



1-2-Span 6:1 Then King Darius made a decree,
and they searched in the records house
in Babylon,

Elaboration where important treasures were kept.

3-4-Span 6:2 One scroll was found in the palace at
Achmetha, in the Media province.

Elaboration This is what was written inside:

5-8  Span 6:3 In the first year of King Cyrus, King
Cyrus made a decree that God's house in
Jerusalem, where sacrifices were offered,
should be rebuilt,

EIaboration*Span\ retaining its |original| foundations.

Its height should be 60 cubits, and its
width should be 60 cubits, 6:4 with three
rows of heavy stones, and with one row of

Elaboration

new wood.
Enablement The royal treasury will pay the costs.
Solutionhood 6:5 Also, |concerning| the gold and silver

utensils for God's house, which
Nebuchadnezzar took from the temple in
Jerusalem and carried to Babylon:

10-11{Conjunction they should be returned,

Conjunction - Conjunction and taken back to their place in the
temple in Jerusalem.

Restatement — You should deposit them in God's house.

Elaboration —6:6 TO: Tattenai, governor on that side of
the Euphrates River, and Shethar
Bozenai, and their associates,

Volitional-result - Span who are the officials on that side of the
Euphrates River.
13-17 -Span \ Stay away from that place.
Restatement-Span 6:7 Do not bother this work on the house
of God.

Elaboration — Let the Jewish governor and the Jewish
elders rebuild this house of God on its
|original| place.
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Enablement - Span

18-21 - Span

Volitional-result

22-23 - Span

Summary

24-251 Conjunction

Conjunction- Conjunction

Background

Condition- Span

26-29 - Span

Volitional-result

30-32 -Span

Condition

Condition

33-34 - Span \

Volitional-result

Volitional-result -6:8 | also decree what you should do for

these Jewish elders

so that they can rebuild this house for
God:

pay the costs for those men completely
from the royal revenues, from the taxes
for the region on that side of the
Euphrates River,

so that |the work| will not cease.

6:9 Do not fail to give the priests in
Jerusalem whatever they need -- young
bulls, rams, lambs for burnt offerings to
the God of heaven, wheat, salt, wine, or
oil --

whatever is needed for each day.

6:10 | Do this| so that they may offer
satisfying sacrifices to the God of
heaven,

and that they might pray for the life of the
king and his sons.

6:11 Concerning any man who changes
this command,

| decree: atimber is to be pulled out of
his house,

and he is to be impaled upright on the
timber.

Because of that |crime|, his house is to
be made a garbage dump.

6:12 | ask the God who makes his name
dwell there that he would overthrow every
king or people

who reach out their hand to violate |this
edict,

or| to destroy this house of God in
Jerusalem.

| Darius make the decree.
Itis to be obeyed completely.

In comparing the letters from the two kings, we see the perfunctory nature of Artaxerxes’s
letter, who has found the minimal amount of evidence he needs to make his self-serving
decree. In contrast, the letter from Darius, acting on the decree that was found, has a great



deal of volitional result in it, and once again, as a common theme in Ezra, the king’s enablement
for the Jewish remnant is clearly laid out in the letter. The software also tabulates the
frequency of each type of rhetorical device, as can be seen in the forthcoming chapter on
narrative discourse in Hebrew texts. | should point out that in my analysis of Ezra, | did not use
RST alone. The text is better understood by the use of both grammatical and semantic
approaches, and so my approach for the grammatical side was the approach of Bowling and
Longacre in Understanding Biblical Hebrew Verb Forms,*® a seminal work for discourse analysis,
not just in narrative texts.

Is RST Analysis Useful for Bible Interpretation?

The fact that RST theory is associated with machine translation may stigmatize it for many Bible
scholars and translators. But laying aside computer usage, RST analysis seems to have the
following values for Bible interpretation, translation, and linguistics in general:

1. RST analysis is primarily semantically based rather than primarily grammatically based.
It therefore balances off the more common grammar approaches.

2. In contrast to many linguistic diagrams or trees, the RST diagrams are less complicated
and therefore more holistic and broader in their view of the text. The concept of
mapping by clauses is a very functional and practical way to see the text.

3. Since the approach is semantic rather than grammatical, it represents a more universal
approach to any text in any language.

4. The nucleus-satellite structure is a highly practical way of explaining relations between
clauses.

5. The RST analysis is a flexible system with adaptable terminology for relations and
various ways to show those relations between clauses.

6. The RST software is relatively simple to use, and other than the size of the diagrams, it
does not take long to segment a text and put in relations, and the approach itself has
not been expanded and become too complicated to obscure its original purpose.

7. By selecting the nucleus statements, the RST analysis provides a practical way to
summarize a text.

8. Since RST comes from a different arena, it provides a fresh look at sentences, clauses,
and discourse analysis.

What seems to stand out as weaknesses of RST:

1. The analysis of relations is subjective, and the categories and descriptions of those
relations vary, depending on who you read.

2. The method does not seem to be very good for long texts, as a means to see an overall
structure. Such texts still need to be analyzed by more traditional macrostructure
methods.

3. The diagrams are somewhat cumbersome at times.

18 Robert Longacre and Andrew Bowling, Understanding Biblical Hebrew Verb Forms: Distribution and Function
across Genres (SIL International Publications, 2015).
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4. Since this approach is fairly new, there is not a lot of data to compare and evaluate for
effectiveness.

Possible applications for Bible interpretation and translation are:

1. RST analysis is a useful way to analyze natural texts in the languages being studied and
analyzed as support for Bible translation. Such analyses serve to help determine the
ways the target language can signal various types of rhetorical relations.

2. Since the software and methods are simple and direct, the analysis can be done without
very much training or skill level, so it could be used to train translators of a variety of
skill levels in text analysis.

3. On complicated passages with a lot of deep argumentation, separating out the clauses
and translating them as individual units can be very helpful for Bible translators. If they
then do an RST analysis of the clauses, they will have a better idea of how to link the
clauses together in their own language.

4. It can be useful for analyzing narrative and argumentation flow in biblical texts.

Possible projects | am contemplating:

1. A comparison among the New Testament expositional writers to determine differences
in argumentation style.

2. An analysis of Hosea to see if it will unravel some of the mysteries of Hosea’s outline
and structure.

Conclusion

At present, it is difficult to find RST in much use in biblical studies.® Though RST has earned an
established place in linguistics studies, it is still somewhat uncertain to tell long-term what the
usefulness of RST analysis will be for Bible translation and biblical studies, hence the question
mark in the title. But the ways of showing interrelations within a text is the strong suit for RST,
and that appears to be a singular value to be explored and utilized. If nothing else, this paper
can keep biblical scholars informed about new trends and techniques. But more than that, it
could help mother-tongue translators see relations in a text they had not seen before, and
enable them to see clausal relations that enable them to recognize the natural orders of their
own language in comparison to the text they are using as a source. It is hoped this paper will
stimulate others to help me and others continue to explore the various possibilities for this
methodology.
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