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Information Structure as a Consequence of Word Order Type*

Susan C. Herring
California State University, San Bemardino

1.0 A great deal of confusion persiss in the linguistic literature regarding the relationship
of word order to the pragmatic notions of ‘topic’ and ‘focus’. It is well-known that word
order variation may be pragmatically motivated, or more precisely, that tapic and focua-
creating opemtions olten involve pre- or post-posing elements within a clause or sentence. !
Starting with the work on Tunctional sentence perspective’ by Prague School linguists, and
continuing through coniemporary generative grammar, & correlation has been noted
between 'topic/theme’ and sentence-inital position, and 'focus’ of a constituent within the
‘comment/theme’ by means of rightward movement processes. Whal Is not clear,
however, (aside from the obvious problem of what exactly is meant by terms such as
'topic’, 'focus’, eic.?) is whether this correlation necessarily holds true for all langusges.

The question is obscured by the fact that & number of researchers readily invoke ‘initial
lopic position” and 'final focus positlon’ as explanations for word order variation in the
languages they consider, Lreating these notions as uncxamined primitives, The underying
assumplion here -- that the answer is alresdy known -- Is a dangerous one, in that it diverts
aliention away from the kind of empirical cross-linguistic research which needs to be done
in order to prove or disprove the hypothesis. Other researchers argue for the universality
of the ander 'topic-comment’ on cognitive and functional grounds. Many of the ents
they present are intultively a ing; for example, the view Lhat topics come first use
they relate thematlcally o pmocdln&dlsmuru. while new, focused referents appear
later, closer to the subsequent discourse in which they play a pant (ef. Hetzron 1975).

Yet anyone who has had experience in working with a variety of language types,
especially African or Amerindian languages, is most likely aware that such 3 claim i false.
Itis simply not the case that all Imgulgﬂl.gll mrlcs first and focus last; some in fact exhibit
the inverse order. This raises the question of what we are 10 make of the naluralness
arguments used to argue in favor of the universality of the 1opie-Tocus order. Are some
languages pragmatically "less natural” than others? Or should arguments themselves be
reconsidered? Even more interesting, perhaps, Is the challenge of accounting for the
different pragmalic types -- focus-toplc, as opposed 1o topic-focus order -- aliested cross-
linguistically. Is there any sysiematlc correlation between pragmatic function and word
onler, and il 5o, is it possible to make a general descriptive stalement regarding it?

2.0 What | wish 1o suggest is that the favored positions of (pic and focus in any given
language are determined by a set of functional and strategic principles, some of which make
conflicling predictions. By far the most accurate predictor, a< | will demonstrate below, is
basic word order lype, and ifically, the unmarked relative order of subject and verb
(i.e. whether a language is SV or VS). The word order principle is not without exceplions,
however, Individual languages as well as entire 1:n5uag¢ types deviate significandy from
the predicted pattens in ways which suggest that discourse-functional princi (of the
sort proposed in support of the universality of the order topic-focus) occasio ¥ prevail,

In what follows, 1 identify four different principles which have been hypothesized 10
inlluence topic/Tocus order, and evaluate their predictive accuracy by comparing the
predictions they make with the atiested orderings of topic and focus constituents in thiny-
six languages. The first three principles have all been roposed, either explicitly or
implicitly, in the linguistic literature; each, 1 feel, offers an ntwitively plausible functional
motivation for pragmatic word ordering.? The fourth principle is the basic word order
hypothesis mentioned above. The four principles may be mmru follows:



i . (Given information before new information {Gundcl 1988; cl. also Prague
School linguists, especially Firbas 1964 on ‘eommunicative dynamism’). The structure of
utierances in discourse builds on what is known, adding new information which moves the
communication forsard.

Prnciple 2:  Firse things first (Gundel 1988; cf, also the ‘nowsworthiness' principle,
Mithun 1987). Predicts that the most pressing or newsworthy information, including that
which ig unexpected based on the preceding discourse, will precede less imporiant
information in communication.

Pringiple 3: Discourse iconicity (Hetzron 1975 for focus; Prague School linguists for
\opic). Information ideally is placed as close as possible to the pan of the discourse lo
m:h it relates: ie, sentences start with what has already been talked about, and end with

what is [0 be talked about next.

Principlc 4: Word order type (Creider & Creider 1983, Herring 19890), Information
sinicture i8 determined relative to a language’s basic word onder, as a rhetorical marking
strale gy v:m-suhfm languages tend to order focus (comment) before toypic, in contrast
with languages of either the 5V0 o the SOV type.

The first three principles T refer to as ‘naturalness’ principles, in that they are based on
presumed communicalive and/or functional naturalness, while the last principle is based on
the strategic notion of markedness relalive (o an accepted norm (in this case, basic word
onler). The predictions that these principles make regarding the preferred position of opic
and fowus depend in large part on what exactly is meant by topic’, and what is meant by
Tocus’.

In the present study, T will restrict my observations (o Two Lypes of topic phenomena -
continuous topics, and shilted topics -- and two focus Lypes - contrastive focus, and
presentational focus Continuous topics 1 define as thase which carry over from the
immediately preceding discourse. They are oflen mpovminalized, or, in some languages,
omitted altogether.  Shifled topics, on the other hand, are discontinuous, and are oficn
signalled by full lexical NPs and/or by topicalizing expressions such as asfor X. .. or X,
on the other hand, ..., etc.  As for the (wo types of focus, contrastive focus highlights a
constituent within what is usually considered the ‘comment’ portion of an wllerance,
typically in contradistinction to a parallel constituent in a previously-utiered {or implied)
clause; an example is an expression introduced by an ‘it-cleft in English, as in [1's John
{rnt Sidney) that [ love. Presentational focus involves the introduction of a relerent into a
fiypically, narmative) discourse; a classic example is an English sentence of the type: Once
upon a fime, there was @ beautiful princess.  In this paper I leave aside the more general
question of what the wo topic types and the 1wo focus Lypes have in commaon; that is, how
we might subsume the sublypes into broader definitions of the terms ‘topic” and Tocus.

It is essential to distinguish subtypes of topic and focus in order fo delermine whether
each presents information which is ‘given’ or ‘new’. | understand ‘given information’ 10
he that which the speaker may reasonably expect the hearer 1o be able 1o access al a
particular point in the discourse, based on the siteational conlexl and what has been
previously said. Tt is misleading to state {as is ofien done} that inpics in general represent
given information; topics are given if they are thematically continuous, but not if they are
new or shifted topics. Similarly, the information status of contrastive focus and
presertational focus differs, in that arguments presenicd for the first time (e.g. as
panticipants in a namative) are completely new, while contrastively focused arguments are
already explicitly ar implicitly present in the discourse context (an obscrvation which
correlates with their fendency 10 be gmammatically definite). The information status of each
of these functions is summarized in tablc 1;
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__pragmatic function: information status:
COTHINUOUS LIOpRCS given
shified toprcs new (O reactivaied )
contrasiive locus iven (or implied)
presentational focus Ew L

Table 1: Information siatus of topic and [ocus sub-(ypes

The four principles lisied above make predictions with regard 1o the position esch of
the pragmatic functions will favor; that is, whether they will come early or late in the
senience, and whether they will condition pre- or post-posing in marked cases. These
predictions are charted in table 2:

Frnciple 1 Trnciplc 1 Trncpie 3 PrRncipie &
e SY/VS
contin. lopic pre- posl- pre- pre-fpost-
shifled topic “post- pre- Tpre-] pre-Jpost-
conir, [ocus pre- pre- pre- post-/pre-
present. Tocus post- [posi-] post- post-fpre-

Table 2: Predictions made by principles 14

Looking down each column vertically, we can see that Principle 1, the given-before-new
nciple, predicts that given information, such as that in continuous 1opics and contrastive
ocl, may be preposed, e.g. in case the targeted element does not already appear in the
unmarked topic/focus position In the sentence, or for special emphasis.®  Shifled topics
and presentational foci, which are new or otherwise inaccessible in the local discourse
context, should occur later in the sentence, according to this principle.d  Principle 2, the
first-things-first principle, predicts that whatever is most important for the listener to know
in order to correcily inlerpret the sentence should come frst; thug constrastive information,
such as that expressed in lopic shifts and contrastive foci, is likely 10 be fronted, while
predictable, thematie information, such as continuous topics, should occur late,
Prediciions given in square brackels in the lable are those that 1 feel the principle makes
only weakly, thus Principle 2 sanctions the post-posing of presentational focl (in that they
arc not vital to establishing the interpretation of the rest of the sentence), bul does not
necessarily restrict them from oecurring earlicr. Post-posing of presentationally focused
arguments |3 most strongly predicted by Princlple 3, the discourse-tconic principle. Ttisa
typical discourse stralegy for arguments (o be ﬁm preseried, then commented upon in the
following sentence or clause (see Lambrecht 1986); moving them rightward thus places
them closer 1o the context in which they most logically figure, Continuous topics and
contrastive focl, on the other hand, are more naturally assoclated with the previous
discourse, and for them pre-posing is predicied.  As for shified topics, they should occur
early in case they are contrastive, bul the discourse-iconic principle is neutral as to their
position 1I‘ITJ|=}' are new, (In practice, this should depend on whether the new loplc Is
continued in the subsequent utterance or not.) Looking across the table horizontally, we
see that the three naturainess principles make conflicting predictions with regard 1o
continuous and shifled topics, but are uranimous in predicting that contrastive focus shoukd
appear carly in the sentence and presentational focus, late, Thus we might expect that
languages, il indeed they are influenced in their pragmatic use of word order by naturalness
considerations of this sort, would universally pre-pose contrastive foci and post-pose
presented referents, but that there would be some cross-linguistic variability with regard b
the positions of the two Types of Wopic.



In contrast with these three principles, the word order principle makes predictions
based not on assumed naturalness, but rather on observed endencies in how certain
languages order topic and focus, Creider (1975) was, to my knowledge, the [irst o note
ihat in verb-initial languages, the focus, or ‘themie’, precedes the topic. His observations
were baged on several VRO African languages of the Nilotic family, Tomlin and Rhodes
(1979 made a similar observation for (%jibwa, which haz VOS order. In a recent study
itHerring 19890), 1 compared and contrasted prefermed topic and focus positions in 17
languages,T 11 of which had VS onler, and Tound that basic wonl onder - specifically, the
arder of the subject in relation to the verb -« accurately predicied the onder of 1opic and
focus in every case. Generalizing lrom observations made for a limlted set of languages by
Creider, Tomlin and Rhodes, and myself, then, the word order principle predicis that
topics of either type will be pre-posed in SV languages bui post-posed in VS languages,
while foci will be post-posed in 3V languages but pre-posed in V5 languages. The
mechanism underlying this principle is presumably a straiegic one, based on the goal of
achieving salience by the vse of word onders which are marked relative 1o the pragmatically
“mentral” onder (however this latter is o be defined).

Itis evident from tahle 2 that pe two of the four principles make cxactly the same st of
predictions. Only the word order principle, Principle 4, groups together the two topic
categories and the two focus categories. If this principle tums oul 1o represent a general
cmss-linguistic panern, it would suppon the notions of 1opic and focus as unitary and
distinct functional categories in language. Mode also that it is only the word onder prineiple
which predicts that different languages will order 1opic and focus differently; the others,
hased as they are on considerations of functional and communicative naturalness, predict
that all languages will prefer a single ordering.  (This i5 true regardicss of what one
interprets the predictions they make 1o be )

30 The second part of the analysis consists of comparing the predictions made by the
frur principles with the attested pattemns of topic/focus order in a sampling of typologically
diverse lanpuages. | examined data from primary and secondary sources for 36 languages,
listedd in appendix 1. The languages represent five major word order types: SVO, S0V,
V50, VOS, and OVS:® also included are several languages considercd 1o have "free” word
omer. The procedure | followed in gathering information fmom secondary sources was lo
connt as evidence of a panticular comrelation 1) cxample sentences in which a construction in
the Janguage was consistently glossed in English by means of expliclt shifted 1ople
expressinns such as Af for X, . or contrastive focus expressions such as clefis; 2)
example seniences for which enough conlextual Information was provided to determine
whether a topic was continuous or shified, and whether a nominal referent was being
presented as a new focus of information (e.g. in narmative texts); and/or 3 explicit remarks
mn the pan of the authors o the effect that a parlicular word order marks a particular
function in the language in question, taking into account differences in terminology, and
excluding claims which did not appear 10 be supported by the actual data presented. There
are several obvious problems with this method, not the least of which is that it was not
possible o identily all four of the topic/fTocus sublypes for every language, nor 1o delermine
the relative frequency of any construction's use.? Ewven given these inadequacies,
however, a number of very distinet patterns emerge, which strongly suggest some sort of
overall iypolngical consisiency, 1 wi?r summarize these patterns brielly,

lgnaring, for the moment, individual languages which display exceptions (indicated by
asterisks in appendix 1), we may state that topic/focus positions vary predictably according
i a language’s basic word order type. SV languages as genclically diverse as English,
Mandarin, and Lua all agree in their preference for placing woples af both types in initial --
subject - position, and focused arguments in postverbal - object - position.!? S0V
latguages such as Turkish, Tamll, and Japanese also show a prefercnce for initial topics,
but due possibly to & constraint of strict verb-finality in many SOV languages, locus
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position is immediately pre-, rather than post-verbal.!! Thus SOV languages also evidence
a correlation between lopic and subject, and focus and object. Elements which » 3]
the right of the finite verb in such languages are backgrounded intonationally and
pragmatically, and 1end 1o express highly ictable, thematic information; accordingly,
conlinuous lopics may appear sentence-finally, This is also true for SVO languages;
consider the English cxample: Me's an idiov, that guy. Thus languages of both the SYD
and the SOV types gencrally support the claim that topic precedes focus. 'We may com

the findings for these two language types with the specific predictions made by our four
strategic prncipies, as given in table 2. This is illustraied in table 3;

Results: Suppon predictions made by:
SVOSOV Fﬂ.rmvge | | Prnciple? T Principle 3 Pn.lﬁizil:#

conlin. (opic | pre-pre 28] YES

(posi-/post-) (NO) (YES) (NO) (NO)
shilled topic pre-/pre- YES ITES] TES
contr. focus | post-7 post-™ |50 NO N0 YES

(pre- 1) (Y‘rg) (YES) (YES) (NO)
present, Toc. | post7 posi- [YES] TES TES

Table 3: Comparison of predictions

Looking across table 3, we see that the fronting of continunus 1opics is comectly
predicied by all but principle 2. the first-things-first principle (which does, however, Justify
posi-posed, backgrounded toples of the mentioned above), Initial positlon for shifed
topics is accuralely predicied by all but principle 1, the given-before-new principle. Only
prnciple 4, the word onder principle, sccurately predicts that contrastive focus may be post-
posed (as in the case of WH-clel constructions), while the posi-posing of presented
argumenis is congislent with the ictions of all four principles,  Reading the 1able
verically, we sce that the word onder principle most accurately predicts the hasic onderng
of pragmatic functions of all four types, followed by the discourse-loonic inciple, with
the given-before-pew and the Mirst-things-first principles dght in only half of the cases,

What then, of languages in which the onder of subject and verb is reversed? A general
tendency may be identified for VSO languages, in which focused elements of types
may be moved into pre-verbal tlon.!2 This Is true for example for Jacaliee, Biblical
Hehrew, and Mandi. In Podoko, on the other hand, the p-osit?un of greatest focus Iz
immediatcly post-verbal, although if anything other than the subject ix focused, leMwand
movemenl ig still required. This situatlon is in some ways analagous to that of 50V
languages with a rigid verb-final constraint, in that the initia] or final verb acts &t 2 harrier
to focus movement, such that the focused element moves &8 far a5 it can in the direction of
the verh hefore being blocked, As for toples, the two sublypes split, with continuous
lopics appearing post-verbally, and shifled topics pre-verbally, in virtually all of the VSO
languages in my sample, YOS such as Ojibwa and Malagasy paticm the same &s
do V50 languages; in both, focused elements and shifled topics may be pre-posed, while
continuous topics remain post-verbal, The OV languages in the sample, Hinkaryana and
Makushi, also pattern like verb-initial languages for all four functions, as do ihe three
“free” word order languages discussed in Mithun (1987), which exhiblt & statistical
preference, albeit slight, for OVS order, Generalizing, we may stale that in languages in
which the basic order is verh-subject, the order focus-1opic is preferred, unless the topic Is
new of contrastive, in which case, ars imitially, These resulls are matched with the
prediclions of the four principles in table 4 below:
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Results: Suppon predictions made by;
VEONVOST T Prnciple T gﬁmi’ﬂc 2 [ Prnciple T Prnciple 4
Ovs

contin_ topic post MO YES N0 YIS
hifted wopic pre- MO TES [YES] 8]
contr. focus pre- TES YES YES YES

{"pre-") (YES) (YES) {YES) (YES)
present. loc. pre- ) N0 ] TES

Table 4: Comparison of predictions with resulis for VS languages

It can be secen from iable 4 that the three naturalness principles fare no beiler or worse
for W5 languages than for 3V languages - that s, they make comrect predictions only about
half the time. The word order principle makes one incomect prediction here, namely that
shifted topics, like continuous topics, should be post-posed. Even given this, it is by far
ihe most accurmie predicior of ihe aciual onderings of any of the principles considened.

Hiswever it is not the case that naturalness principles have nothing 1o say about the
pragmatic functions of word omder, Languages of gll types am consistent in putting shified
topics first, even against the predictions of the word onder principle in VS languages. This
nrdering is conditioned most significantly by the first-things-first principle, and is probably
the one tree universal of pragmatic ordering. When the topic of a sentence shifis or is
mherwize unprediciable, it must be explicitly stated a1 the outset, lest the hearer misinlerprei
what the senlence 1% aboul, (Similar observations have been made by Cronder & Creider
(1983, Cundel (1988), and Mithun (1987).)

Amnther arca in which naturalpess principles hold sway is with contrastive locus.
Fost-posed constrastive focus such as is found in 5V languages is counter-indicated by all
three nateralness principles. While on the one hand this is strong evidence in favor of the
word order hypothesis, it is also nol without exception.  As an example, consider the
problem of it-clefis in English, the counterpart of which is found in numeroes SVO
languages. By one analysis, il-clef constructions such as It’s fohn that | love pre- pose
the ohject NP, John, whereas by another analysis, It's Joha is a type Dl'prcscnlallvc
construction in which the order of subject and verh has been inverted, making fohn the
focus of a post-posing process, Regandless of how one resolves this controversy, there is
evidence from other 5YO languages which is even more problematic. In K (Marchese
1983}, the focused element in it-type clefls appears in sentence-initial position, followed by
a copula functioning as focus marker, Thus there is no possible analysis whereby such
focused elements could be viewed as anything ather than fronted, Similarly, nominalized
clenz (e g. the ane who war sacrificed war Abraham) occur more often in "reversed” order
[ARRAHAM war the one who war sacrificed) -- that is to say, with the focused clement
first -« than in nomal order in Lele, acconding to Simons (1982). This suggesis that there
is, in the case of 8V languages, a tension between the word order principle and the
naturalmess principles with regard 1o contrastive focus, and that It is not always the word
erder principle which prevails, (iher exceptions can be explained similarly, Le. as the
result of a conflict between predictions made by different functional principles,

4.0 1f, a= these results indicate, word order type is a valid predictor of pragmatic ordering
crmss-linguistically, the question naturally ariscs ax io what motivates the strategy in the
firsf place. Although in the present paper 1 have made a beuristic division between the
wornd omfer principle on the one hand, and commonly invoked naturalness principles on the
wther, T oo not imend 1o imply by this that the word order principle is in any way unnatural.
Cn the comrary, given its apparently universal disiribution, we must suspect that it is
driven hy hasic and easily-sccessible strate gie principles
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T have suggested here thal the notion of pragmatic markedness plays a key role in the
analysis of the word order principle. As a sirategy which produces marked word orders o
express emphasis or contrast, it is iconde, in that it draws antention to itself by virtue of its
deviation from the expected norm. This explanation leaves unanswered, however, the
guestion of why the stralegy iakes as its point of departure the relationship between
and verb, rather than that between verb and nll:J:ct (as in traditional Greenbergian
typological analysis) or between subject and object.

The answer lies, 1 believe, in the interaction of two asymmetries in discourse patterns,
First, there is a well-allested cross-linguistic comelation between grammatical subject and
pragmalic lopic, subjects are prominent on hierarchies of animacy and agentivi
(Silverstein 1976), while topics are prominent in discourse as (typically) animate "3
agentive thematic participants (Givdn 1983). The correlation between direct object snd
focus is much weaker, however, First, not every sentence has an object, but it may still
have a focus, since focus may be & property of predicates and of seniences as 1 whole, &
well as of ‘narrow’ focus nominal arguments (Lambrecht 1986). From the point of view
ol discourse, although DuBois (1987) characierizes direct object as a prefered argument
mie for the intreduction of new discourse referents, Herring (1989a) presents evidence o
the ffect that intransitive subjects are significantly more strongly preferred in this function,
particularly when the relerent is animate. This further weakens the correlation of direct
object with pragmatic focus. On the basis of this asymmedtry, then, we may speculate that a
language user is more likely to notice a comrelation between grammatical argument position
and pragmatic funclion in the case of subjectopic, where a stronger correlation exists.
Following this line of reasoning further, the language user then generalizes canonical
subject position (whatever it happens to be in his or her language) as topic position,
allowing for the possibility of topicalizing arguments other than grammatical subj As
[or whal determines focus position, it is likely that the relative complementarity of the two
pragmatic functions, and the fact that It is suficient to order them with respect to one
another, combine to select a focus position which requires movement (in those cases when
mavement is required) in the direction opposite of that for topicalization. This tendency is
no doubt supported by the weaker, but still perceptible, comelation between ‘new’ focused
referenis and direct object position

The second asymmetry involves the discourse motivations for creating marked word
orders, In nammative discourse, thematic participants (i . referents which persist or recur as
utterance lopics across continuous stretches of discourse) are typically animate and
agentive, as mentioned above, and funclion as the grammatical subject of the clause in
which they appear. While this patiem is the most statistically frequent, a different siiuation
neveriheless arises when these same referents are intmduced into the discourse Tor the first
lime. A1 this moment, they are not yet topics; rather, they are typically accorded some sort
of presentational foces. In order 1o fogus a subject NP, however, it is necessary 1o efther
mark il as cxceplional by means of intonation or explicit focus morphology. of else 1o move
it out of canonical topie position, In such cases, since presentatlonal verbs 1end to be
intransitive (he, live, stand, sit, come, Ko, elc.), the most consistently available word order
device is one which permutes subject and verb relative 1o one another, s In Once upon a
fime, there was a princess -1ype sentences in English. Thus the marked order of sub
and verh addresses a clear functional need. The same is not true of the relation of verb 1o
object. A parallel explanation would require us 1o identify a strong discourse motivation
for topicalizing ohjects, yet it is dificull to imagine what such a motivation might be. To
the contrary, topicalized objects (with the possible exception of objects promoted (o subject
via passivization) arc rare in narrative, no doubt due 1o the predominance of the
described above for Iopics to be expressed grammatically as subjects. Add 1o this the
observation that referents occurming In object position are frequently inanimate pnﬂ:u which
lack thematic persistance, and the apparcnt motivation for topicalizing objects decreases
cven further. This leaves us with the third logical possibility mentioned above, namely that
the word order principle 1akes as its point of reference the relative order of subject and
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ohject. While many of the word order permutations considersd do in effect reverse the
order of subject and object, direct objects - overt or otherwise - are often unavailable,
since actual discourse makes use of intransitive as well as transitive verbs (Hemring 1988
mnies that 70% of all finite verbs in a Tamil oral narrative corpus are intransitive). Most
seplences have a predicate, however. If the relationship of suhject to object were the
primary determinant of the pragmatic word order strategy described here, it would require
speakers 1o ignome a consistenily available relationship (subject/predicate) in favor of one
that is attested only par of the tme, This seems inherently more difficult to motivale, and
in the abeence of any supporting evidence, | dizsmiss this possibility as well. Thus not only
i the correlation of subject to topic more salient than the correlation of ohject w focus, bul
there is a clear discourse motivation, in narrative at least, for permuting the onder of§ and
W, whereas in the case of the relationship of O 1o ¥V, or 5 10 O, such a motivation is
lacking. Fnth asymmetrics point 1o the contrality of 5: 5 has a clearly idenifiable pragmatic
function, and the relationship of 5 10 V -- the two sentence elemenis which are typically
minimally present -~ allows for the inference of relative onder. While these observations are
neceeearily speculative and leave many pariculars of the process unadiculated, they
supgest, | helicve, some plausible ways in which the word order principle can be motivated
by relatively simple and universal mechanisms.

5.0 [ conclude with an appeal 10 linguists interesied in topic/focus phenomena and/for
lingnistic typology to lake up the challenge of verilying -- or disproving -- the analysis
preseniced here, The program, as | see i, will crucially invelve careful investigation ql‘
discourse-pragmatic patems in less familiar languages., especially those in which the basic
orler is W5, The full range of topic and focus subtypes needs 1o be considered as well, if
we are o amrive al an adequate understanding of the nature of these categories, and of their
typological correlates. We have nothing 1o lose by such an effon. since no ather existing
accoumni i€ ahle o explain cross-linguistic pragmatic word order variation. We stand to gain

a pevwerful predictive waol,

ENDMNOTES

* | am graicful 1o John Paolillo, Edc Pederson, and Randy LaPolla for comments and
dizcussion which contributed significantly to the present paper.

U | angwages also employ other means of indicating topic/focus funciions, ¢ g. inlonation
and explicit wpic/focus morphology, but due 1o space limitations, these will not be
considered further here,

2 For example, in the literature on Philippine languages, the term ‘focus’ refers to a
prammaiical eategory which is definite, and which more clnseldv rezembles the notion of
topic In non-Thilippine studies, while the term "topic’ 15 used 10 describe clements in
contrastive focus {cf. Maylar 1975).

1 enher functional principles have no doubt been proposed, or will be poposed in the
futnre, which might profitably be included in a comparative endeavor of this sort as well.
Herring {1989h) mentions several cognitive principles hypothesized 1o influence fopic-
fcus onder this is cleady an area requiring ferther study.

A There are niber types of focus that would need 1o be included in a broader study, for
cxample predicate focus and senienee focus (ef, Lambreeht 1986), and within the narmow
focus range, WH- focus, 1 is also possible that the set of phenomena | have grouped
ingether under ‘contrastive focus’ does not really constitule a functionally homogenous
calegory, we might, for instance, wish to separate out WH- type clefts from it-type clefls, if
it could be determined that there was a consistent differcnce in the functions of the 1wo
acrees languages which have both types.
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3 It is important 1o note that in no language would we predict thal pre-posing or post-
posing is essential 1o the expression of topic or focus functions. Rather, movement
pperations constilute a marked option which a language may have available, and which may
be strongly favored under cerain grammatical-pragmatic conditions. For cxample,
lopicalized pbiecis arc more likely o be moved than topicalized subjects, since in most
languages, the S position is the normal (unmarked) topic position, while the O position Is
associaled with focus. For similar reasons, [ocused subjects appear (o condition movement
more oflen than focused objects,

6 Jeanette Gundel {personal communication) disagrees that the given-be fore-new principle
mikes the prediction that shifted (new) wpics would be post-posed, on the grounds that the
topic, even il shificd, should always be considered 'given' relative to the comment or
focus. This view appears to confuse the topic-comment relationship with the given-new
status of referents. While it is indeed the case that no language (1o my knowledge) post-
poscs shified 1opics .- a fact which 1 account for in terms of the overriding of t%fe word
order rnnct!ﬁlt v the naturalness principles - I helieve that it is, at least, theoretically
possible. 1t is certainly possible for wopics 1o be new, and comments giver. [ have in mind
discourses such as the following:

1y A: Imso proud of my David; he just graduated from college magna cum laude,
B: Now my Julie, she graduated from college magna cum laude. And she got a
Job working for a senator in Washington!

2} A: I'm beat, I really need to get some sleep.
B: You needio gei some sleep? | need i ger some sleep!

In [¥'s initial utterance in example 1, the comment (graduated from college magna cum
laude ) is given, what is new is the shift in topic (from my Davidihe 1o my Julielshe).
Similarly in 1, B's contrastive assertion [ need to ger some tieep relates a given comment
1o a new lopic. (Notice that these constructions cannot be analyzed as contrastive focus
constructions; the corresponding it-cleft focus constructions force a namwer interpretation;
e.g. Ir's my Julie who graduated from college magna cum laude seems o deny that David
graduated from college magna cum laude). New topics with given comments appear to be
characteristic of a “one-upmanship™ discourse style.

fm'!':m 17 imgu;lges by 1.]..'r:d\ﬁ:lﬂ :;cning (1989) include Ojibwa, but do not include any of
anguages discuss reider, in that [ was not
etk el ¥ was not aware of Creider's work when |

B As of this writin i
. 2. | have not been able 1o gather enough Information on atic
ordering in OSV languages to include them as a catcgory. ¥ B

9 1 excluded from a lar i
ger sample those languages for which fewer than 1 of the 4
topic/iscus sub-types vould be determined from the available sources, &

0, is not uncommon for SYO languages to have two types of contrastive focus
consiructions, a8 excmplified hy the two t of clefi (WH- and i1-) in English. In these
languages, nhe construction post-poses the focused element, while another Appears o pre-
pose it; hence the ‘pre-" in parentheses in table 3,

' 1 desipnate contrastive focus in these Jangunges as “post™-posing, since in the case of
all but dircet object focus. ightward movement is involved. Interestingly, the sirici verb-
final constraint disappears in nominalized predicate constructions in SOV languapes such as
Tamil and Sinhala, where the focused constituent is preferentially post.verbal, as in the
Sinhala example below (Gair 1970, 136): '

hrmadaama putaa kanne nikan bar

every-day  son  eal-pr-emph plain rice
It is phain rice {that} the son ulspcv-cry day.’
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12 Thig observation requires further verification for presentational focus, however, in that
presentational data are rare in my V50 language sources.

Appendix 11 Languages included in sample
(* indicaies deviation from word order principle)

sYQ ¥$0

English _ Jacaltec (Craig 1977)

Spanish (Bolinger 1952) Biblical Hebrew (Givdn 1984)

French (Lambrochy 1986, 1987) Welsh (Williams 19800}

Mo H::tr:u_r (Berman 1980; Givdn 1976) Irish (Bammesberger 1982)

Mandarin {1.i & Thompson 1981) Tagalog (Maylor 1975)

Lua (Creider & Creider 1983) Mandi {Creider 1975; Cr. & Creider 1983)
Kimatwumbi (Odden 1984) Podoko (Jarvis 1981)

Pulaar ['Fagl:rbclx 1983) Turkana (Dimmendaal 1983)

Lele (Simons 1982) Classical Arabic* (Beeston 1970, 1974

Kru* (Marchese 1983) PR
YOS

SOy Ojibwa (Tomlin & Rhodes 1979)

Tamil Malagasy (Keeman 1976)

Sinhala (Ciair 1970, 1986)

Turkish (Erguvanli 1984)

Tapanese (Hinds 1973; Kuno 1972)
Korean (Kim 1985, 1988)
Hunganan (Kiss 1977)

Sherpa (Givdn 1984)

uvs
Hizkaryana {Derhyshire 1977)
Makushi {Derbyshire & Pullum 1981)

;-:Eﬂﬂfﬂédﬂ.ﬂiﬂ: fmusdcg»ic
e “ayuga (OVS) (Mithun 1987
e Wond Order: topic-focus Ngwndi (OVS) (Mithun 1987)
Ciavillo ESU‘H"!S"\-'UJ {Stute 1986) Coos (OVS) (Mithun 1987)

Xavanie® (OSV/SOV) (Burgess 1986)  Ute (SOV/OVS) (Givon 1984)
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