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1. Rhetorical Structure Theory (RST)

3. Convergences as problematic

• Functional theory of discourse 
coherence (Mann, et al. 1992)

• Functional relations among 
discourse segments

• Bottom-up tree structures
• Span nodes indicate 

subordination
• Giving structures their tree-like 

appearance

antithesis(
    cause(1,
          condition(2,3))
    4)

2. RST convergences

Multiple satellites link 
directly to a nucleus

• A common practice
• Views vary as to validity

• Baselined by Mann and 
Thompson (1988)

• Supported by Carlson and 
Marcu (2001) & Stede, Taboada, 
and Das (2017)

• Rejected by Zeldes (2017, 2023) 
and by Shahmohammadi and 
Stede (2024)

• None of these, pro or con, 
provides a rationale… 

• A convergence asserts that 
multiple relations terminate on 
the same nucleus, sharing the 
same level of precedence

• Classic convergences such as 
MOTIVATION-ENABLEMENT may 
seem intuitive

• Likewise for convergences of 
multiple instances of a single 
relation 

• But these mask a difficulty:

• RST schemas place no constraints 
on what relations may be 
combined, allowing a mix of any 
sort whatsoever 

As far as classic RST is concerned, there is no problem here 

But the analysis is problematic. 
• CONCESSION applies to unit 2
• RESTATEMENT also applies to unit 2
• But if 3 is a RESTATEMENT of 2, the scope of the 

CONCESSION will be applicable to both 2 and 3 
Disorganizations of this sort become more pronounced 
with complex structures 

Mann et al. (1992) proposed that some SNS convergences could be argumentatively 
strategic. 

• That strategy, while evident in the text, is unsupported by the symmetrical structure 
• For RST to do its work, the strategy must be reflected in the structure
• Convergent structures conceal this structural functionality 

The LHS 
leads up to a 

point

The nucleus 
makes the 

point

The RHS 
drives it 
home

4. The Satellite-Nucleus-Satellite (SNS) pattern

5. The good news

• Chaining 
• Each satellite feeds into the satellite next closest to the nucleus. 
• Did not usually result in plausible analyses

• Listing
• Restructured using the LIST relation 
• Applicable to single-relation convergences only

• Laddering
• Nesting satellites according to precedence

• Handles complex convergences
• On the LHS, the successive relations close in on the nucleus 
• On the RHS the relations build out from the nucleus. 
• Enables expression of the structure as a fully 

articulated relational proposition
• Generates plausible solutions for LHS and RHS analyses

6. Methods for inferring asymmetric structures

• For SNS convergences scope escalation determines precedence 
• Per M&T, a nucleus is flanked by two satellites of the same relation, implements a presentational mode of 

• leading up to the point, stating the point, driving the point home

• This higher order interpretation suggests an asymmetric structure, one that enacts the dynamic of the 
argument 

Categorical Escalation
• When convergences from to the same category straddle the nucleus, RHS is usually escalated over LHS
• Otherwise, scope goes to LHS

7. Straddling the nucleus

8. Conclusion

• If convergences are undesirable, why are they so often used? 
• RST applications tend to make little use of diagrams per se
• Yet it is the diagrams that make RST distinctive
• An RST diagram is an articulation of the intentional structure of a discourse
• Reading of a diagram is a bottom-up activity
• Span nodes are integral parts of the diagrams
• Refactoring clarifies the process

Not a  problem with 
the texts — Just with 
the analyses

• Functionally ambiguous
• Implicitly disjoint
• Structurally incomplete
• Sometimes incoherent

convergence(
    concession(
        1,2)
    restatement(
        3,2))

convergence(
    concession(
        1
    restatement(
        3,2)))

Scoping Category Relation
Acceptance EVIDENCE, JUSTIFY, REASON
Performance ENABLEMENT, MOTIVATION
Comprehension ELABORATION, SUMMARY, RESTATEMENT, EVALUATION, INTERPRETATION
Resistance ANTITHESIS, CONCESSION
Causality CIRCUMSTANCE, MEANS, NON-VOLITIONAL CAUSE, NON-VOLITIONAL RESULT, OTHERWISE, UNLESS, PURPOSE, SOLUTIONHOOD, UNCONDITIONAL, 

UNLESS, VOLITIONAL CAUSE, VOLITIONAL RESULT

• Convergences are unnecessary
• Refactoring increases functional specificity 
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Two rhetorical moves: 
motivation(1,3) and 
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that the short-term
store within their
model acted as a
working memory,
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retrieval of old

material, and for the
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cognitive tasks.

Cause

3) one would expect
patients with a

grossly defective
short-term store to
show many other

cognitive problems,
including impaired
long- term learning.

2) If that were the
case,

Condition

purpose(18,19)
joint(20,21)
volitional_cause(purpose(18,19),joint(20,21))
volitional_cause(22,volitional_cause(purpose(18,19),joint(20,21)))
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joint(20,21)
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