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Introduction

When data challenges theory
The analysis of information structure 
and its paradoxes*

Davide Garassino1,2 and Daniel Jacob3
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This article provides a comprehensive survey on current research on information 
structure so as to clarify some ‘paradoxical’ effects stemming from the tension 
between data and theory. Paradoxes are here defined as unexpected data in 
light of certain assumptions held in mainstream literature. More specifically, we 
explore two possible sources of paradoxes: certain features of the experimental 
design and, above all, inadequate discourse models. Mainly considering dislo-
cation and cleft sentences in French and Italian we suggest that some apparent 
paradoxes (such as non-focalizing clefts or dislocation expressing focus-related 
functions) can be conceived of as the effect of general pragmatic mechanisms 
and rhetorical strategies exploited by speakers. We also claim that these effects 
can be better understood through explicit models of discourse.

Keywords: information structure, non-canonical syntax, prosody, discourse, 
inferential pragmatics

1. Introduction

Information structure (henceforth IS) concerns the communicative functions 
of sentences or, more specifically, the linguistic strategies used for sharing and 
managing information flow. IS has been usually conceived as “information pack-
aging” (Chafe 1976, 1994). As felicitously – and less metaphorically – expressed 
by Lambrecht, “the study of information structure focuses on the interaction of 
sentences and their contexts” (Lambrecht 1994: 9). As such, IS can be described, 
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broadly speaking, as the ‘interface’ between the language system (at different levels: 
phonological, morphological and syntactic) and discourse.

Over the last decades, IS has established itself as an autonomous field of study, 
which has been variously integrated into many linguistic theories, both formally 
and functionally oriented. The success of IS as a research paradigm has contributed 
to the greater scrutinization of a wealth of experimental and corpus-based data 
providing valuable information on an increasing number of languages. At the same 
time, this abundance of empirical material has revealed a number of gaps between 
certain theoretical assumptions and the data. This is, of course, nothing particularly 
new or unexpected in research: this tension is a fundamental characteristic under-
lying the history of science. For this reason, we believe that ‘anomalous’, hard-to-
explain data are key to theoretical development; IS is no exception.

In this article, we shall focus on a specific type of anomalies, namely, ‘paradoxical’ 
effects, according to which the pragmatic functions of certain formal devices (such 
as prosodic features or syntactic structures) in the data seem to contradict or even 
subvert the ones believed to be more typical in mainstream literature. Significantly, 
the term ‘paradox’ must be understood here in its common usage as something 
unexpected or even counterintuitive in light of a set of specific assumptions.1

If the data contradict what a model, or the rules defined within it, predict, one 
of the obvious consequences would then be to dismiss the model as inadequate.2 
Very often, however, it is not inadequacy a limine that provokes ‘paradoxical’ em-
pirical results. These might also stem from the chosen empirical method or from 
the incompleteness of the model. In other words, some complications that either 
result from external conditions influencing the data or that are caused by aspects 
of the model requiring further elaboration may have gone unnoticed.

1.	 The term ‘paradox’ as used in this paper should thus not be confused with the more technical 
term employed in philosophy and logic, in which it usually describes a reasoning process that 
starts from (apparently) true premises yet produces (apparently) false conclusions. For a survey 
on the relation between paradoxes and contemporary logic, the reader is referred to Cantini & 
Bruni (2017).

2.	 A reviewer observed that ‘paradoxes’ may put under pressure the description of a certain 
structure, but not the theory behind it. The reviewer claims, for instance, that the great frequency 
of ‘non-focalizing’ clefts, which will be discussed in § 4.3.2, only creates problems for the descrip-
tion of cleft sentences in some languages, but not for a theory of clefts in general. Following Dryer 
(2006), we believe that the distinction between description and theory should not be considered so 
clear-cut and that it is probably more advisable to distinguish between descriptive theories, which 
are about “what languages are like”, and explanatory theories, which are instead about “why lan-
guages are the way they are” (Dryer 2006: 207). As for the cleft example: in our view, the frequency 
of ‘non-focalizing’ occurrences undermines a descriptive theory of clefts, i.e., one that holds that 
this structure is focal. In other words, what is contradicted is not simply a language description, 
but a specific hypothesis on the status and functions of clefts in a certain language.
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In this introductory article, we shall try to disentangle the different possible 
reasons for the rise of some paradoxes within the domain of IS. We do so by con-
sidering some notions usually employed in the analysis of discourse (§ 2), such as 
Common Ground, Questions and Alternatives. We then explore the dimensions of 
IS (its ‘building blocks’) and their capability of providing adequate analyses (§ 3). 
In § 4, we consider the linguistic expressions that serve the realization of IS and we 
try to shed light on some paradoxes, discussing in detail two examples: left disloca-
tion and cleft sentences in French and Italian. Moreover, based on recent attempts 
to reduce IS categories to more basic pragmatic functions, we shall address the 
question as to whether the concept of Information Structure and its related notions, 
such as focus and topic, should (or should not) be dismissed at all as useful tools for 
describing information flow and its linguistic realization in language (§ 5). Finally, 
we shall provide a general outlook on the contributions to this volume.

2.	 Information structure and discourse organization

If we accept the idea that IS is the ‘interface’ between a sentence and its discourse 
context, then in order to give an explicit description of this interaction, we need 
an explicit model of discourse.

Discourse is obviously an abstract and protean notion. Therefore, we should 
make clear from the start that we are neither aiming at an overarching descrip-
tion (e.g., discourse as the totality of the communicative activity of certain social 
groups in a certain historical period, as was proposed mainly, but not exclusively, 
by the French poststructuralist tradition, in particular by Michel Foucault), nor are 
we intending to wade into the complexity of ethnomethodology and conversation 
analysis in the tradition of authors such as Harold Garfinkel, John Gumperz, Gail 
Jefferson, Harvey Sacks, Emanuel Schegloff and many others.3 Rather, we restrict 
ourselves to a more modest and narrow understanding of this term, similar to that 
adopted by several researchers working in formal and model-theoretic semantics, 
such as Hans Kamp (cf. among others Asher & Lascarides 2003; Groenendijk & 
Stokhof 1991; Kamp, van Genabith & Reyle 2011; Roberts 2012 [1996]). In these 
contributions, discourse is understood as a sequence of utterances (consisting of 
sentences),4 in which each utterance relies on the information conveyed by those 
preceding it, thus forming an “extended but circumscribed piece of language use 
created for a coherent purpose” (Clark 1994: 985). Clark also highlights another 

3.	 For a detailed overview of the notion of discourse and its definitions and limits in different 
disciplines, cf. Angermüller, Maingueneau & Wodak (2014).

4.	 We use the term ‘utterances’ for any type of communicative contribution in discourse. We 
consider ‘sentences’ to be grammatical units containing at least one speech act.
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aspect of discourse, namely, its interactional nature of “joint activity” whose pur-
pose is mainly to “accumulate common ground” (Clark 1994: 989).

The main problem for this narrow notion – and, as we shall see, a source of 
some of the paradoxes to be explored in this article (§ 4) – is that discourse cannot 
be reduced to the linguistic co-text, but must also consider any type of information 
on which an utterance is based and to which it may refer, including the contextual 
setting and a wide variety of sources, ranging from personal, episodic memories 
to general ‘encyclopedic’ knowledge (cf. Clark 1996: 92–121). This means that any 
utterance is related to an enormous wealth of multilayered information that mostly 
remains implicit.

Furthermore, each utterance does not rely on this implicit background infor-
mation alone. Very often, the relation that speakers establish between their utter-
ances and this background information remains implicit as well, being instantiated 
by a variety of pragmatic inferences, such as conversational implicatures and pre-
suppositions. Thus, the most difficult task in analyzing IS is to establish an explicit 
model of what largely remains implicit in discourse. Since it is impossible to analyze 
this complex system in a general top-down approach, it seems more promising to 
start from the linguistic surface and to explore non-linguistic aspects based on the 
effects observed in linguistic behavior.

Importantly, this strategy of exploring discourse and its cognitive background is 
the inverse operation of what happens in real-life communication: in real discourse, 
in fact, it is background knowledge and the situational setting that are the reason 
for utterances to occur, and not vice versa. This becomes clear, for example, when 
we reconstruct questions under discussion, or when we claim that alternatives are 
induced by focalized expressions, as we will see in §§ 2.2 and 2.3.

Even if one adheres to ‘armchair linguistics’ at least in the phase of establishing 
models that are later to be tested on real corpus data or experimentally, we must be 
aware that reconstructing contexts starting from surface structures is a heuristic 
strategy only indirectly connected with the real tasks of speakers/hearers. In real 
discourse, utterances depend on the context (and are motived by it, at least partly), 
and language users rely on the context in order to interpret them. Thus, we should 
be careful not to confuse the task of linguists with the task of speakers: while the 
former start from the linguistic surface, the latter start from a specific discourse 
situation, from which utterances and sentences result.

Our impression is that some misunderstandings and paradoxes stem exactly 
from this confusion between linguistic heuristics and the intuitive strategies of 
language users. One example is provided by Matić (this volume) concerning 
made-up questions used as a diagnostic tool for IS categories (cf. also § 2.2 below). 
In the process of reconstructing contextually relevant questions for an utterance, 
linguists may be baffled by the fact that the same utterance can answer different 
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questions, whereas speakers typically recognize the IS of an utterance in discourse 
without effort.

Although mindful of this warning, we are still convinced that in a research 
scenario, reconstructing the context from realistic (or, even better, ecologically 
valid) linguistic examples is the best (if not the only viable) strategy for exploring 
the “sea of silent but unequivocal communication” (Bühler 2011 [1934]: 176) on 
which linguistic surfaces emerge. In order to address this task, three major concepts 
have been employed in linguistic pragmatics: Common Ground (§ 2.1), Question 
Under Discussion (§ 2.2) and Alternatives (§ 2.3).

2.1	 Common ground

The analysis of discourse, of its non-linguistic aspects and the complexity of back-
ground knowledge, requires a dynamic model of how single utterances interact 
with this background:

[…] the speaker-hearer knowledge at a given moment in the conversation can be 
viewed as a set of propositions that represents the relevant assumptions that the 
speaker and the hearer share at that moment. […] the speaker-hearer knowledge 
seems to have more internal structure than a set of propositions […].
� (Jacobs 2001: 650–651)

A systematic model of this “internal structure” has been proposed in Relevance 
Theory (Sperber & Wilson 1995; Wilson & Sperber 2004), in which a ‘deductive 
device’ is put forward, as a module where different sources of information (linguis-
tic input, background knowledge, situational information as well as the inferences 
drawn by speakers/hearers) are integrated into a set of relevant assumptions.

In IS research, a similar model of shared knowledge as a set of assumptions has 
been established under the term Common Ground (henceforth CG):

If we are to talk about communication as transfer of information and its opti-
mization relative to the temporary needs of interlocutors, it is useful to adopt a 
model of information exchange that makes use of the notion of Common Ground. 
The original notion of CG […] saw it as a way to model the information that is 
mutually known to be shared and continuously modified in communication. This 
allowed for a promising way of modeling the distinction between presuppositions, 
as requirements for the input CG, and assertions or the proffered content, as the 
proposed change in the output CG.� (Krifka 2008: 245, emphasis original)

We would like to clarify that the term shared, which is common in the definitions of 
CG, is in a way metaphorical: speaker and hearer are not computers in a network, 
connected to each other or to a common memory, in which they can directly access 
their mutual knowledge. Instead, it is more correct to state that each participant in 
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a given discourse presumes that her/his interlocutors have the same set of assump-
tions as herself/himself. Consequently, Krifka & Musan (2012: 3) consider CG to 
be “a set of propositions that is presumed to be mutually accepted” (our emphasis).

Very often, utterances are not just meant to add propositional information to 
the CG. This typically holds for speech acts other than assertions. Questions, for 
instance, are described by Krifka & Musan as a speech act that “specifies the way 
in which the common ground should develop in the immediate future” (Krifka & 
Musan 2012: 10).

But even assertions do not always add propositions to the CG. As we shall see 
below (§ 2.3), the goal of focalized utterances is to maintain one alternative among 
several propositions that are contextually generated, causing the other alternatives 
to be removed from the CG. Krifka (2008: 246) introduced the distinction between 
CG content, the dimension of CG concerned with semantic, ‘truth-conditional’ 
information, and CG management for the dimension concerned “with the way in 
which the common ground content should develop”, to which he assigns a more 
‘pragmatic’ function, having to do with “information about the manifest commu-
nicative interests and goals of the participants” (Krifka 2008: 246).5

2.2	 Information structure and (implicit) questions

In current research, the interaction between a sentence and its immediate discourse 
context is commonly described by means of question-answer pairs (cf. van der 
Wal 2016: 265). Hermann Paul (1898: 260) is often cited as the first author to have 
related information structure to its context via potential questions (e.g., in Klein 
& Von Stutterheim 1992: 75; Matić, this volume). Paul claims that a sentence like 
(1a) could be an answer to different potential questions (1b)–(e):

	 (1)	 a.	 Peter fährt morgen nach Berlin.
			   ‘Peter is traveling to Berlin tomorrow.’
		  b.	 Where will Peter travel tomorrow?
		  c.	 When will Peter travel to Berlin?
		  d.	 How will Peter travel to Berlin tomorrow?
		  e.	 Who will travel to Berlin tomorrow?

5.	 For extensive treatments of CG, the reader is referred to, among others, Clark (1996: 92–121), 
Krifka & Musan (2012) and Stalnaker (2002, 2009). In particular, Clark (1996) strove to provide 
a psychologically sound description of this notion, linking CG to memory (a detailed psycho-
linguistic account on this aspect has also been recently offered by Horton & Gerrig 2016).
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Paul’s example is problematic in several respects: in particular, it works at best 
in written language, while it seems somehow unnatural as an example of spoken 
language. In fact, this example was not meant to show how sentence structure 
reacts to context, but rather to establish a discussion about what Paul called the 
‘psychological predicate’ (the Comment in modern terminology). His argument is 
nonetheless relevant for the relation between sentence and discourse, since Paul 
postulates questions as plausible contexts for certain (made-up) utterances.

This argumentation has become a common strategy in linguistics, namely, re-
constructing a context on the basis of a given sentence. In this respect, Matić (this 
volume) speaks of ‘critical contexts’ “which are believed to more or less unequivo-
cally reveal the IS of the utterances/sentences which are inserted in these contexts.”6

In particular, Question Under Discussion (henceforth QUD) models consider 
questions (both explicit and implicit ones) to be the basic elements of discourse and 
seek to describe the ‘inquiry strategies’ followed by interlocutors: e.g., answering 
a question by addressing another question entailed by the first one or splitting a 
general question into more specific sub-questions (cf. among many others Beaver 
& Clark 2008; Ginzburg 2012; Onea 2016; Riester, Brunetti & De Kuthy 2018; 
Roberts 2012 [1996]; van Kuppevelt 1995; Velleman & Beaver 2016). In Roberts’ 
perspective, for example, discourse is conceived of as a language game, whose goal 
is to “come to agree on the way things are in the world” (Roberts 2012 [1996]: 4), 
and whose basic moves are questions and assertions.

It is often observed that IS-related categories such as contrastive topics (see 
§§ 3 and 4.3.1, see also Büring 2003, 2016) serve a “strategy of incremental answer-
ing” (Krifka & Musan 2012: 30). Such strategy involves a hierarchy of questions, as 
shown by Example (2) (Büring 2016, following Krifka 2008: 269):

	 (2)	 (How is business going for Daimler-Chrysler?)
		  [In Germany]Frame the prospects are [good]F, but [in America]Frame they are [losing 

money]F.

In (2), the main question is broken down into the two sub-questions ‘How is busi-
ness going in Germany?’ and ‘How is business going in America?’, to which the 
two utterances provide a partial answer contributing to the resolution of the more 
general question. This strategy might account for some paradoxes, as we shall see 
more specifically in § 4.3.1.

6.	 Matić (this volume) and Ozerov (2018, 2021) levy severe criticism against this procedure, 
in particular concerning its inherent circularity in the recognition and analysis of IS-related 
categories. Cf. also van der Wal (2016: 265–267) for a discussion on several weaknesses of ques-
tion-driven approaches in IS.
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While QUD-based models were mostly used to explore the formal constraints 
of QUD representations in discourse (as in Roberts 2012 [1996]), more recently 
they have been increasingly applied to the analysis of real corpus data. Riester, 
Brunetti & De Kuthy (2018), for instance, have put forward explicit guidelines 
for annotating corpora on the basis of QUDs, that is, for reconstructing implicit 
questions ‘retrospectively’, starting from a careful analysis of the context. Although 
this empirically driven endeavor is still in a relatively early phase, it has already 
offered some interesting insights into the hierarchy of discourse (cf. De Kuthy, 
Brunetti & Berardi 2019; Riester 2015, 2019; Riester, Brunetti & De Kuthy 2018), 
based on data representative of different text genres (Riester & Baumann 2013) 
and languages, and also including lesser-known language varieties (Riester 2015; 
Riester & Shiohara 2018).

2.3	 Alternatives and types of focus

Considering a sentence as the answer to an (implicit) question entails that what is 
truly essential in an utterance is the information required by the question, which 
can either be the alternative between a ‘true’ and an ‘untrue’ proposition in the 
case of polar questions, or the element that satisfies the variable represented by 
the wh-form in a partial question. Thus, when at an award ceremony, somebody 
declares ‘The winner is JOHN’, this statement provides an answer to the question 
‘Who is the winner?’, which may remain implicit but is quite compelling in such a 
situation. The focalized constituent John replaces the interrogative wh-pronoun in 
the (implicit) question. Thus, the main function of this replacement is to exclude 
all other possible candidates who might have won the prize.

In the literature, it is commonly accepted that the occurrence of focus is tightly 
correlated to alternatives. As Krifka & Musan (2012: 10) claim, for instance, “focus 
especially stresses and points out the existence of particular alternatives”. This intu-
ition was explicitly defined and formalized by Rooth (1985, 1992) in the framework 
of Alternative Semantics, in which the ‘ordinary semantic value’ of the focalized 
term is accompanied by its ‘alternative semantic value’, consisting of the alterna-
tives to the element to which the ordinary semantic value refers. This approach 
intended to provide a formal account of the role of alternatives in a perspective 
centered on sentences considered independently of context. However, the original 
approach of Alternative Semantics proposed in Rooth (1985) turned out to lack 
constraints on the size and specificity of alternative sets (see Kratzer 1991; Krifka 
2006; Zimmermann & Onea 2011: 1657). The solution was ultimately found in con-
sidering the alternatives as being discourse-bound. As Rooth (1996: 1279) claims, 
“focus interpretation introduces a variable which, like other free variables, needs 
to find an antecedent or be given a pragmatically constructed value”.
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Once again, it seems relevant to us to differentiate the sentence-oriented per-
spective of many linguists (especially formal linguists) concerned with IS from the 
context-oriented perspective of real-life communication: while sentence-oriented 
linguists usually deduce alternatives from a focalized sentence, speakers rely on the 
alternatives raised by QUDs in the context. From the perspective of hearers, we can 
claim that they treat focalized items as a cue for ruling out alternative propositions.

Thus, this means that speakers focalize an element not to evoke alternatives 
(this would only be the case in certain rhetorical strategies, see § 4.3.1), but rather 
to eliminate all other alternatives raised by the context (cf. Masia, this volume; 
Rosemeyer, Jacob & Konieczny, this volume). As observed by Rosemeyer, Jacob & 
Konieczny (this volume), the relationship between alternatives, focus and the CG 
is better conceived in a ‘subtractive’ rather than in an ‘additive’ fashion. In other 
words, it is more likely – and psychologically more plausible – that the CG develops 
in discourse by suppressing the alternatives that do not apply to the current situa-
tion, rather than constantly incorporating new items. Thus, focus seems to select 
some specific alternatives, while discarding others.7

A further aspect of focus alternatives, on which many authors agree, is that 
the constellation of the alternative sets, defined by their domain, size and even 
internal ordering, is the basis for defining the different types (or ‘uses’) of focus 
observed in the literature (cf. among others Krifka 2008; Riester & Baumann 2013; 
Zimmermann & Onea 2011: 1662–1667).

For instance, the distinction between expression (or metalinguistic) focus and 
denotation focus relates to the domain of the alternative set (Krifka & Musan 
2012: 7–9). One can recognize, in fact, alternatives of form, which become evident 
when a formal aspect of a word or a structure is corrected (such as, for example, 
its accent structure), or alternatives of denotation, which involve instead the level 
of semantic content.

Concerning the latter, alternative sets can have different sizes. Polarity focus, 
for example, is based on an alternative set containing only two members, a true and 
an untrue proposition (i.e., p vs. ¬ p, cf. Höhle 1992; Leonetti & Escandell-Vidal 
2009: 177).

The definition of novelty or information focus, on the one hand, and contrastive 
focus, on the other hand, can be partly described by the size of the alternative set and 
partly by the prominence degree of the alternatives within the CG. As suggested by 

7.	 Similar ideas have been expressed by Zimmermann & Onea (2011: 1652) and Roberts 
(2004) in terms of ‘possible worlds’. According to Roberts (2004: 208), for instance, “drawing on 
Stalnaker’s notion of common ground and the related context set (i.e., the set of worlds in 
which all the propositions in CG are true), we can say that our goal is to reduce the context set 
to a singleton, the actual world”.
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CIT100Riester & Baumann (2013: 233), novelty focus, which corresponds to discourse-new 
information, relies on an open set of “unidentifiable” or “anonymous” alternatives. 
Contrastive focus can instead be defined as being based on a closed set, “whose alter-
natives can be unanimously identified in the context (i.e., discourse context, encyclo-
pedic knowledge, lexicon etc.)” (CIT100Riester & Baumann 2013: 233; cf. also CIT043É. Kiss 1998).c00-fn8

8

Other types of focus recognized in the literature are based on specific dis-
course-pragmatic functions. Corrective focus, for instance, is considered as a sub-
type of contrastive focus used to correct “part of a previous assertion” (Bianchi, 
Bocci & Cruschina 2015: 5), or as an “extreme case of contrast” (Riester & Baumann 
2013: 230). An interesting instantiation of focus is the so-called mirative focus 
(among others, Bianchi, Bocci & Cruschina 2015, 2016; Cruschina 2019), which 
has been analyzed as conveying a conventional implicature of unexpectedness or 
surprise. This type of focus is usually expressed via movement of a constituent to 
the left periphery of the sentence in Romance and in other language families. It 
presupposes an alternative set in which alternatives are ranked according to their 
likelihood in a certain context and which signals that the asserted proposition is 
less likely than other alternative propositions.

3.	 The ‘building blocks’ of information structure

In § 2, we discussed different ideas and concepts related to IS (such as focus and 
(contrastive) topics), without delving into how they relate to each other and which 
status they have in current thinking on IS. In this section, we shall explore the dif-
ferent conceptual levels considered to be essential components of IS architecture.

A first basic distinction reflects the difference between what is usually referred 
to as referential and relational givenness (Gundel & Fretheim 2004). The former is 
the level of given or new information in relation to the previous discourse context 
or the knowledge status of the hearer/reader (cf. Baumann & Riester 2012; Prince 
1981). The latter concerns instead the partition of the sentence into two portions, 
X and Y:

8.	 For a typology of focus in which information focus or new information is interpreted against a 
set of alternatives, cf. also Zimmermann & Onea (2011: 1662–1663) and the references provided 
there. It is important to observe, however, that the notion of information focus is not unanimously 
accepted in the literature. According to Kratzer & Selkirk (2020), considering information fo-
cus as a ‘proper’ kind of focus is misguided. Based on Standard American and British English, 
these authors observe that new information does not receive any prosodic or syntactic marking, 
unlike (contrastive) focus. Semantically, the interpretation of new information does not require 
alternatives, whereas (contrastive) focus does. Kratzer & Selkirk thus suggest that information 
focus be considered rather as (unmarked) new information.
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X is what the sentence is about (the logical/psychological subject) and Y is what is 
predicated about X (the logical/psychological predicate). X is given in relation to Y 
in the sense that it is independent of, and outside the scope of, what is predicated in 
Y. Y is new in relation to X in the sense that it is new information that is asserted, 
questioned, etc. about X.� (Gundel & Fretheim 2004: 177)

In the IS model outlined by Krifka (2008) and Krifka & Musan (2012), relational 
givenness is further divided into two distinct levels: one regarding the topic (and 
its comment) and one concerning the focus (and its background). This three-
level model thus relies on the following partitions: (i) given-new; (ii) topic-com-
ment; (iii) focus-background.9 Let us briefly illustrate these notions by analyzing 
Example (3):

	 (3)	 Along with ammonia, hair dye formulae contain hydrogen peroxide, a bleaching 
agent. Peroxide serves two purposes: it reacts with the melanin in hair, extin-
guishing its natural colour, and [ø] provokes a reaction between PPD molecules.

		�   (Rebecca Guenard, ‘Hair Dye: A History,’ The Atlantic, 02.01.2015)10

given-new: Peroxide and it represent in (3) discourse-given information which 
refers to the NP hydrogen peroxide introduced in the first sentence. The content 
of the VPs (serves two purposes; reacts with the melanin in hair… and provokes a 
reaction between PPD molecules) are instead discourse-new.

topic-comment: in the very first utterance, hydrogen peroxide is contained 
within the comment (the aboutness topic being hair dye formulae). In the subse-
quent sentence, peroxide is an aboutness topic; since the pronominal anaphora it 
and the null subject in the sentence and provokes a reaction between PPD molecules 
are used to maintain the same aboutness topic in discourse, they can be analyzed 
as instances of given topics (Aboutness G[iven]-Topic in Frascarelli 2017: 477–478). 
The whole VPs represent instead the comment, in bold in (3) (i.e., what is predi-
cated about peroxide).

focus-background: Following the first sentence in (3), an implicit QUD such 
as ‘What does hydrogen peroxide do?’ can be easily reconstructed. Thus, the topical 
element peroxide constitutes the background, whereas the whole VP represents 

9.	 In the current literature, IS models have been put forward that differ considerably from the 
one described here. Several authors in this volume rely, for instance, on Cresti’s Language into Act 
Theory (cf. among others Cresti 2018). In this model, rooted in an Austinian perspective (Austin 
1962), the Comment is defined as the portion of an utterance that accomplishes its illocutionary 
force, whereas the Topic is meant to be an optional element that defines the Comment’s ‘field of 
application’ (for a more detailed presentation, cf. De Cesare, this volume; Lombardi Vallauri, this 
volume; Masia, this volume).

10.	 c00-fn10<https://www.theatlantic.com/health/archive/2015/01/hair-dye-ahistory/383934/> (11 June 2021).

https://www.theatlantic.com/health/archive/2015/01/hair-dye-ahistory/383934/
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information focus. The immediately following text (starting with it serves two pur-
poses…) is an answer to another implicit QUD such as ‘What are the two purposes 
of hydrogen peroxide?’ Again, the topical elements it and the null subject are the 
background, while the two VPs in the coordinate sentences are the information 
focus.

This example represents a very simple situation, in which the different IS lev-
els overlap (given information-topic-background; new information-comment- 
focus). However, ‘mismatches’ between the three levels are often to be found. As we 
can observe in the same article, for instance, topical elements are not necessarily 
given (this confusion was typical of earlier stages of research on IS). In (4), Barclay 
Cunningham is the discourse-new information on which the sentence is built:

	 (4)	 Every two months, Barclay Cunningham goes through a process that begins with 
taking an antihistamine tablet.

		�   (Rebecca Guenard, ‘Hair Dye: A History,’ The Atlantic, 02.01.2015)

Moreover, it is also important to observe that the levels ‘topic-comment’ and 
‘background-focus’ do not involve co-extensional categories. For example, in the 
made-up Example (5) the syntactic domains of focus and comment are not identical 
(Krifka & Musan 2012: 28):

	 (5)	 A:	 Tell me something about Onassis. When did he marry Jacqueline Kennedy?
		  B:	 [He]Topic [married her [in 1968]Focus]]Comment

Moreover, foci can be also discourse-given (or discourse-inferable), as is commonly 
the case for contrastive foci (cf. § 2.2). Contrastiveness is another notion that might 
appear puzzling in the study of IS: several researchers have suggested that ‘con-
trast’ should be considered an additional, independent level in the architecture of 
IS (cf. among others Neeleman & Vermeulen 2012; Torregrossa 2018; Vallduví & 
Vilkuna 1998). This proposal relies on the observation that contrastive elements 
tend to receive cross-linguistically specific prosodic, syntactic and morphological 
markings as opposed to non-contrastive (either focal or topical) elements (cf. also 
Kratzer & Selkirk 2020).

Other researchers suggest instead that contrast should rather be defined in 
merely pragmatic terms as a by-product of specific configurations of the alternative 
set (cf. Repp 2016 for a detailed overview). In other words, as already seen in § 2.3, 
a restricted and closed alternative set would naturally lead to a contrast between its 
alternatives. In agreement with this view, both a focus and a topic (as in the case of 
contrastive topics) can thus be considered contrastive if they evoke restricted sets 
of alternatives in discourse. As such, contrastive topics fall under the definition of 
focus, or, as suggested by Krifka, topics “can contain a focus” (Krifka 2008: 267). 
We shall return to this ‘paradox’ in § 4.3.1.
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4.	 The realization of information structure and its ‘natural paradoxes’

Krifka & Musan (2012: 5–6) warn against a common problem in IS descriptions: 
notions such as topic or focus are often used ambiguously, sometimes referring to 
syntactic entities, sometimes to the pragmatic functions of the denotata of these 
entities.

While in the generative cartographic framework (e.g., Rizzi 1997; cf. Shlonsky & 
Bocci 2019 for a recent survey), the terms ‘topic’ and ‘focus’ relate directly to specific 
functional heads in the syntactic structure, functionalist approaches by contrast 
claim that syntax is just one means for ‘expressing’ the discourse-pragmatic func-
tions usually assigned to IS. In this perspective, it is generally agreed that there are 
‘competing’ surface strategies (prosodic, syntactic and also morphological and lexi-
cal) that convey these discourse functions. This is true not only cross-linguistically, 
but also language-internally.

4.1	 Information structure and prosody

While prosody seems to be the most straightforward means for fine-tuning an 
utterance to certain pragmatic functions, the analysis of its relationship with IS is 
one of the most challenging tasks in linguistics. Although it is a common practice 
in the literature to rely on examples where prosodic prominence is assigned more 
or less intuitively (usually by means of small capitals), moving away from such 
phonological idealization towards real, observable phonetic patterns pertains to a 
level of complexity that we cannot address here.

This complexity does not only stem from the different kinds of prosodic fea-
tures, such as pitch, intensity and duration, but also from their interaction with 
one another in signaling different types of phonological events (e.g., the tones 
identified in the Autosegmental-Metrical approach; cf. Arvaniti in press for a sur-
vey). On the other hand, a further complication lies in the need to integrate the 
different levels of prosodic prominence, from the ‘basic’, lower-level notions of 
mora, syllable and foot, to the higher-level categories represented by prosodic 
words, phrases, sentences and even inter-sentential relations, in which speech 
acts, propositional or interactional attitudes and other pragmatic phenomena also 
come into play. Consequently, in the prosodic marking of IS, no co-extension of 
phonological accents with their corresponding syntactic domains can be taken for 
granted. A well-known case in the literature is represented by English and other 
West Germanic languages, in which a pitch accent on the rightmost argument in a 
VP, as in (6), can signal different focus sizes:
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	 (6)	 I called mary

This utterance can be used as a plausible answer to different QUDs: Whom did you 
call? (indicating narrow focus on the object NP), What did you do? (narrow focus 
on the whole VP) as well as What happened? (broad focus on the whole utterance). 
According to several authors (cf. among others Baumann, Grice & Steindamm 2006; 
Ladd 2008), this is likely due to a tendency shown by West Germanic languages to 
prefer arguments rather than predicates as focus exponents, independently of the 
specific communicative function intended by the speaker.

This observation also points to a further complication, namely, that the use and 
distribution of (phonological) accents as a means of marking IS categories such as 
focus are also subject to language-specific preferences and restrictions. French, for 
instance, is well-known for its lack of a lexical accent and its strict rules of com-
pulsory accent placement, which lead to its rightmost position within a word, an 
intonational unit or a sentence (Destruel & Féry 2020: 3), and, consequently, to 
its reduced flexibility in signaling IS-related categories. Many authors (cf. among 
others Destruel 2012; Dufter & Gabriel 2016; Lambrecht 1994, 2001) observed that 
French tends to rely on a syntactic strategy, i.e., cleft constructions, in contexts in 
which a subject is assigned a focal reading. In such a case, English would prefer 
instead a prosodic strategy (in situ accentuation on the subject constituent), while 
German and Spanish (as well as other languages such as Italian) would rather dis-
place the focalized subject to post-verbal position (via subject-verb inversion), as 
in Example (7):11

	 (7)	 A:	 How do you know?
		  B:	 a.	 huma told me.
			   b.	 Das hat mir huma erzählt.
			   c.	 Me lo ha contado huma.
			   d.	 C’est huma qui me l’a dit� (Lambrecht 2001: 490)

11.	 This is an obviously simplified description. As observed by Dufter & Gabriel (2016), sub-
ject-verb inversion in Spanish examples such as (7c) is favored when the direct object is repre-
sented by a clitic pronoun (the same pattern is also observable in Catalan, European Portuguese, 
Italian and Romanian). When the direct object is a full object NP, the preverbal position is instead 
preferred. Heidinger (2018) shows that certain varieties of Spanish also select cleft or pseudo-cleft 
sentences to convey focus on the subject, independently of the focus type (information or con-
trastive focus). In general, Spanish speakers tend to align the focalized element to the rightmost 
edge of prosodic constituents, even if they use different strategies, also depending on diatopic 
variation (Heidinger 2018: 63). As correctly suggested by a reviewer, subject-verb inversion in 
Spanish may be another interesting case for our inventory of IS ‘paradoxes’. A discussion on this 
paradox would also help highlight the role of language variation (in this case, diatopic variation) 
in understanding the tension between data and theory (see also García & Uth 2018).
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However, Turco, Dimroth & Braun (2013) showed that, at least in certain circum-
stances, French speakers can exclusively rely on prosody in marking focus. Turco 
and colleagues carried out a production experiment on the realization of Verum 
Focus in French and German. Verum Focus (or polarity focus, cf. §§ 2.3 and 4.3.1) 
is usually conceived of as a focus on the assertive component of the utterance 
and is typically marked in German with an accent on the finite form of the verb 
or the auxiliary, whereas French and other Romance languages prefer different 
morpho-syntactic and lexical strategies (Garassino & Jacob 2018). In this produc-
tion experiment, participants were supposed to look at a scene in a picture (e.g., a 
child tearing a banknote) and contrastively reply to a statement made by a confed-
erate (‘the child is not tearing a banknote’) by focalizing the assertive component 
of the sentence (‘the child is tearing a banknote’).12

Against expectations, Turco and colleagues found that in about 33% of the 
cases, French speakers phonologically distinguished Verum Focus from non-Verum 
Focus by placing a focal accent on the auxiliary, thus violating language-specific 
constraints (Turco, Dimroth & Braun 2013: 484). This experiment thus shows that 
even if French speakers preferentially use syntactic or lexical strategies to express 
focus in normal circumstances, they have nonetheless the intuition of prosodically 
marking IS, at least under certain conditions.

The results of Destruel & Féry (2020) on dual focus marking in French point in 
a similar direction. On the one hand, this study shows, by means of a production 
experiment (involving a reading task), that a high degree of individual variation 
exists in the prosodic cues used for realizing different IS configurations. On the 
other hand, a perception test also revealed that French participants are less reliable 
than English and German speakers in assigning adequate contexts (in the form of 
questions) to different types of prosodically marked foci.

In conclusion, although the findings of Turco, Dimroth & Braun (2013) and 
Destruel & Féry (2020) may seem ‘paradoxical’, they can be better understood if 
one takes into account the experimental setting. In both studies, the participants’ 
linguistic options seem in fact limited by the experimental design, involving read 
speech and some possible bias (namely the priming effect of the confederate’s sen-
tence in Turco, Dimroth & Braun 2013). The speakers were thus somehow ‘led’ to 
employ prosodic cues, even if they might have possibly preferred other strategies 
in authentic discourse.

12.	 Interestingly, a similar experiment on Italian and Dutch (Turco 2014: 153) showed that po-
larity focus in Italian can be achieved by means of a pitch accent on the verb.
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4.2	 The IS-prosody-syntax triangle

As we have seen in § 4.1, there seems to be a competition between prosody and 
syntax as strategies for marking IS. Vallduví (1991) proposed distinguishing be-
tween ‘plastic’ languages, which preferentially rely on prosody (such as English) and 
‘non-plastic’ languages, which use syntax (such as French). However, it now seems 
widely accepted that both levels, albeit independent, are interconnected and that a 
typological distinction between ‘intonation languages’ and ‘word-order languages’ 
must be substantially revised (cf. Dufter & Gabriel 2016; Face & D’Imperio 2005; 
García & Uth 2018).

Once a direct interrelation between prosody and syntax is taken for granted, it 
follows that syntactic operations consisting either in displacing syntactic constit-
uents from the sentence core to the left or right periphery (such as in the case of 
dislocation, fronting and subject inversion), or in assigning them a different syntactic 
function (such as in passive constructions and cleft sentences),13 also have as a con-
sequence the placing of these elements under different prosodic conditions. Thus, it 
is difficult to decide whether certain syntactic structures (e.g., clefts or dislocations) 
convey IS features directly or whether they do so by virtue of prosodic conditions 
related to these constructions.

At first sight, there seem to be arguments in favor of both positions. The pos-
sibility of overruling the ‘natural’ alignment between certain syntactic and certain 
IS-related functions (e.g., focalizing the subject by means of a pitch accent, while 
de-accentuating the remaining elements, as in Example (7) above) seems to go 
against the assumption of a direct relation between syntax and IS at least in some 
languages. On the other hand, however, a syntactic function like subject is charac-
terized by a set of features that seem to make it a ‘natural’ topic, such as its preverbal 
position, its reduced morpho-phonological weight in some languages,14 its privi-
leged status in controlling agreement on the verb, etc. (for a comprehensive account, 
see Keenan 1976). In diachronically oriented, functionalist approaches, the subject 
has even been considered as a grammaticalized topic, cf. Li & Thompson (1976). 

13.	 While in the passive form, the direct object is promoted to a subject function (the ‘origi-
nal’ subject constituent being instead suppressed or ‘demoted’ to an adjunct function), in cleft 
constructions, a constituent of the corresponding ‘canonical’ sentence is promoted to the pred-
icate complement of the matrix clause, while the rest of the sentence is embedded in a relative 
clause (or a pseudo-relative, cf. De Cesare 2017: 560 for a discussion) that presents its content as 
presupposed.

14.	 As has been acknowledged in the typological literature, the nominative tends to be expressed 
in most languages with a case system by the bare nominal stem, in contrast to other cases; cf. 
among others Primus (2010: 309).
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More recently, Evans & Levinson (2009: 440) have observed that the existence of a 
grammatical subject “is an efficient way to organize a language’s grammar because 
it bundles up different subtasks that most often need to be done together”, such as 
topic, agent, and the syntactic ‘pivot’ of the sentence.

Relying on a natural alignment between syntactic and IS functions, it is pos-
sible to account for the IS-related effects that are observable, for instance, in the 
passive form. By means of this structure, it is possible to topicalize a constituent 
by assigning it a subject function. Considered from this perspective, syntactic op-
erations such as passivization or clefting make it possible to overcome a first-order 
association between syntax and IS functions. However, this line of thinking does 
not help in deciding whether such effects rely on a direct relation between syn-
tactic and IS functions, or whether the latter stem from the prosodic features of 
syntactic functions.

This means that we are caught in a ‘triangle’, in which IS, syntax and prosody 
are difficult to disentangle. However, since it seems in principle possible (as shown 
above by the polarity focus example in the experiment of Turco, Dimroth & Braun 
2013) to express IS-related categories through prosodical means alone, one can 
claim that the IS-prosody relation is ‘privileged’ and possibly more fundamental at 
a cognitive level (see also the observations in Larrivée, this volume and Lombardi 
Vallauri, this volume).

4.3	 ‘Non-canonical’ syntax: Left dislocation and cleft sentences  
in French and Italian

In this section, we focus on two syntactic structures, left dislocation and cleft sen-
tences, by discussing ‘paradoxical’ evidence that seems to go against the descrip-
tions usually found in the literature. In particular, we shall discuss left dislocation 
occurrences in which the dislocated element exhibits both topical and focal func-
tions, as well as cleft sentences used as ‘non-focalizing’ constructions.

4.3.1	 Left dislocation
Left dislocation is usually described in terms of IS as a construction in which the 
dislocated element is assigned a topic function (cf. Frascarelli 2017 for a recent sur-
vey on Romance languages). In the case of non-subject dislocation, this structure 
makes it possible to overrule the ‘natural’ topic-subject association. By contrast, it 
might appear ‘paradoxical’ to dislocate subjects, which normally receive the topic 
function without resorting to any syntactic displacement.

In such cases, the motivation behind the use of left dislocation, as observed by 
Frascarelli (2017: 476), is to realize a topic shifting or a contrastive topic. Therefore, 
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one could say that dislocation has the function of providing dislocated subjects with 
additional pragmatic values in certain contexts, as we can see in Example (8):15

	 (8)	 A:	 C’est c’que faisaient vos parents ?
			   ‘That is what your parents did?’
		  B:	 Oui ma mère, elle travaillait dans l’ vingtième rue d’la Réunion, […] et mon 

père était artisan
			   ‘Yes, my mother, she worked at 20, rue de la Réunion, […] and my father 

was a craftsman’
		�   (CFPP corpus, Brunetti & Avanzi 2017: 39–40; our translation)

The left dislocated subject NP ma mère, ‘my mother’ is used contrastively, in op-
position to the contextual alternative mon père, ‘my father’ (i.e., it is a contrastive 
topic, cf. also § 2.2).

Example (8) is in some way reminiscent of Example (2) above, in that it displays 
the same discourse strategy, namely, splitting up a more general QUD (‘What did 
your parents do?’) into a sequence of partial QUDs (‘What did your mother do?’; 
‘What did your father do?’). Splitting up a QUD into sub-questions means that 
contrastive topics can be at the same time discourse-new and embedded in an 
accessible semantic domain: in our example, an alternative set which is inferable 
through the NP mes parents, ‘my parents’. Moreover, contrastive topics refer to a 
closed set of alternatives that specify the ‘frame’ for the utterance to be true.

In fact, contrastive topics are described as structures that share features of both 
topic and focus (e.g. Krifka & Musan 2012: 30; cf. also § 3 above).16 This would be 
a paradox only in a theory that fails to distinguish the two independent levels of 
topic-comment and focus-background. It is not paradoxical at all, however, if we 
accept the idea that discourse structure is not just a linear concatenation of QUDs, 
in which the topic of each sentence refers to the immediately preceding question, 
but rather a complex, hierarchically organized structure; and if we consequently 
admit that the topic-comment and the focus-background distinctions are two in-
dependent levels within IS (as argued in § 3).

Another fact that might seem paradoxical is that (left and right) dislocation 
can also convey other different IS functions, such as the marking of polarity focus. 
As shown in Garassino & Jacob (2018), both left and right dislocations in French, 
Italian and Spanish typically appear in contexts in which the QUD at issue concerns 
the truth (vs. non-truth) of a previously uttered proposition:

15.	 For the sake of space, we do not address here the status of subject dislocations in null-subject 
languages, such as Italian and Spanish. The reader is referred to Dufter & Gabriel (2016: 436).

16.	 According to Kratzer & Selkirk (2020: 5), contrastive topics receive a feature [FoC], shared 
with other instances of focus, such as exhaustive and mirative focus.



5th proofs

PAGE p r o o f s

© John benjamins publishing company

	 When data challenges theory	 19

	 (9)	 A:	 Non è questione che il tempo non te l’ho dato; io te l’ho dato il tempo
			   ‘It’s not that I didn’t give time to you; I gave it to you, time’
			�    (LIP corpus, Frascarelli 2003: 557)

	 (10)	 A:	 no, niente, eh, trovare una soluzione
			   ‘Nothing, well, we must find a solution’
		  B:	 ah va be’, la soluzione gliela troviamo
			   ‘Ah well, the solution, we’re going to find it’
			�    (LIP corpus, Brunetti 2009: 763)

In (9) and (10), not only the dislocated constituent, but also the entire propositional 
content of the dislocations is made up of discourse-given or inferable material. The 
dislocation occurrences in these examples also express either a polarity contrast 
with respect to the previous discourse (such as in the right dislocation in (9), te l’ho 
dato ‘I have given it to you’ vs. non te l’ho dato ‘I have not given it to you’), or, as in 
the left dislocation in (10), a confirmation of the truth of the proposition, which is 
left open in the previous turn (gliela troviamo ‘we find it’ in connection with trovare 
una soluzione ‘finding a solution’). In the remainder of this section, for the sake of 
space, we shall only consider left dislocations.

In order to explain this ‘paradoxical’ use of a left dislocation, we refer to two 
aspects of the dislocation construction that may contribute to this polarity focus 
reading. The first is a structural one: namely, that the structure allows for the fi-
nite verb to appear in the rightmost position, where it receives a nuclear pitch 
accent conveying focality (similar to German or English, where polarity focus can 
be marked via accentuation of the finite verb or the auxiliary). The second effect 
pertains to the discourse level. Consider the following example taken from the 
Europarl parallel corpus (Koehn 2005):

	 (11)	 Monsieur le Président, […] il faut rendre honneur à la présidence française, il 
faut rendre honneur au président Chirac, qui a été au charbon, qui a combattu 
et qui a vaincu sur sa vision de l’Europe, parce que, lui, il a une vision

		  ‘Mr. President […] we should honor the French Presidency, we should honor 
President Chirac. He was at the coalface, he fought and conquered for his vision 
of Europe – because he does have a vision’

� (Europarl, Garassino & Jacob 2018: 238)

As suggested by the official English translation, the French left dislocation in (11) 
seems to correspond to a focused auxiliary do (for an analysis of English do in terms 
of polarity focus marking, cf. Wilder 2013). A pragmatic analysis reveals that the 
use of left dislocation in this example obeys a rhetorical strategy in which the hearer 
inferentially reconstructs the information that there are other politicians who, un-
like Chirac, do not have a vision of Europe. This intuition can be made explicit by 
analyzing the discourse structure by means of QUDs, as in (12):
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	 (12)	 Q1:		  {Which politicians have a vision of Europe?}
		  > Q1.1:	 {Does politician A have a vision of Europe?}
		  > Q1.2:	 {Does politician B have a vision of Europe?}
		  > Q1.3:	 {Does politician C have a vision of Europe?}
		  > Q1.4:	 {Does Chirac have a vision of Europe?}

The French left dislocation realizes a contrastive topic (cf. § 2.1), in which alter-
native subject referents are contrasted. These alternatives, although not explicitly 
mentioned in discourse, are easily inferable because of the discourse configuration 
in which a hierarchically higher QUD entails a series of polar sub-questions, such as 
Q1.1, Q1.2, etc., and in which only the sub-question concerning Chirac is supposed 
to elicit a positive answer.

The QUD structure makes it possible to infer these sub-questions and, conse-
quently, to force the hearer/reader to accommodate the presupposition that politi-
cians A, B, C, … do exist. Therefore, an observation that might appear paradoxical 
at first glance, namely, the occurrence of dislocation in polarity focus contexts, finds 
its explanation in a discourse strategy involving a rhetorically complex development 
of the QUD structure.

4.3.2	 Cleft sentences
Cleft sentences are usually described as focalizing devices (cf. among many others 
Lambrecht 2001), as in the following made-up French example (for a survey on 
cleft constructions in Romance, cf. De Cesare 2017):

	 (13)	 Ce n’est pas contre les réfugiés, c’est contre la procédure d’asile qu’il faut lutter
		  ‘It is not against the refugees, it is against the asylum procedure that we should 

fight’

In this example, the cleft constructions help focalize the contrast between the PPs 
contre les réfugiés and contre la procedure d’asile. In light of the discussion in § 2.3, 
we can identify here a contrastive-corrective focus, characterized by a closed al-
ternative set.

However, as shown by the following examples (gathered from the Europarl-direct 
corpus, Cartoni & Myers 2012 and Koehn 2005, and a corpus of online newspapers, 
Contrast-It, De Cesare 2011–2018), one finds other occurrences in the data which 
cannot be described as focalizing devices:

	 (14)	 Le rapport proposé aujourd’hui redonne sa place au politique. Il est un des pas 
vers une politique de l’emploi et du développement durable. C’est ceci qui nous 
conduira à le voter

		  ‘The report proposed today re-establishes a place for politics. It is one of the 
steps towards a policy of employment and sustainable development. This is 
what persuades us to vote in favor of it’� (Europarl-direct, Vachetta)
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	 (15)	 La precedente serie di banconote, uscita nel 1995, aveva, invece, sottolineato 
le peculiarità culturali della Svizzera. Era per quel motivo che sui 200 franchi 
trovavamo Ramuz, sui 100 Giacometti, e sui biglietti da 10 Le Corbusier

		  ‘The previous set of banknotes released in 1995 highlighted, on the contrary, 
the cultural specificities of Switzerland. For that reason, one could find Ramuz 
on 200 CHF banknotes, Giacometti on 100 CHF banknotes and Le Corbusier 
on 10 CHF ones [lit. It was for that reason that one could find Ramuz on 200 
CHF banknotes etc.]’� (Contrast-It, repubblica.it, 01.10.2011)

As observed by many researchers (starting with Prince 1978; see also Declerck 
1984, 1988; Dufter 2009; Garassino, this volume; Hedberg & Fadden 2007; Jacob 
2015; Karssenberg & Lahousse 2018), the clefts in (14) and (15) show a ‘reversal’ 
of their IS partitions compared to more prototypical examples, such as (13).17 In 
‘non-focalizing’ occurrences such as (14) and (15), the content of the cleft clause 
(i.e., the subordinate clause) is discourse-new information, whereas the clefted con-
stituent (i.e., the constituent following the copula in the matrix clause) is merely an 
anaphoric ‘bridge’ to the previous text.

Non-focalizing clefts are anything but rare in the data. In fact, several 
corpus-based works have recently shown that they may actually represent the most 
frequent examples of the construction, at least in certain languages and genres.18 
This is shown in, among others, Dufter (2009) on cleft sentences in English, German 
and the Romance languages within the Europarl corpus; Roggia (2009), De Cesare 
et al. (2016), Borreguero Zuloaga (2016) on Italian data drawn from different 
sources; Garassino (2016) on Italian and English data from online newspapers.19

Again, we are faced with a seeming paradox, since non-focalizing clefts may be 
the most common occurrences of a structure that is usually described as focalizing 
the cleft constituent and treating the cleft clause as backgrounded information. How 

17.	 Additionally, cleft sentences can have an all-comment/all-focus configuration, as in c’est avec 
plaisir que je vous présente mon beau-fils, ‘it is with pleasure that I present my son-in-law to you’. 
However, these structures should be considered with caution since they mostly have a formulaic 
function (cf. De Cesare 2020; Garassino, this volume; Hasselgård 2010; Patten 2012).

18.	 Empirical inquiries on other types of cleft constructions also revealed that these structures 
allow for a broad spectrum of IS configurations. This is the case, for instance, for wh-clefts in 
English (Hedberg & Fadden 2007; cf. also Garassino 2014 on the IS configurations of reverse-wh 
clefts) and il y a-clefts in French (cf. Karssenberg 2018; Karssenberg & Lahousse 2018).

19.	 Interesting results also come from prosodic research: Frascarelli & Ramaglia (2013), for in-
stance, observe that in their speech corpus of Roman Italian, there are some prototypical examples 
of cleft sentences, mostly associated with a contrastive reading, that present, as expected, a pitch 
accent on the clefted element. However, in their corpus there are also less prototypical (but very 
frequent) examples characterized by unexpected accents or intonational contours (similar results 
are discussed in Mertens 2012 for French).
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can this paradox be solved? According to Prince (1978), this type of non-focalizing 
clefts, which she labels informative-presupposition, fulfils a rhetorical strategy since 
it presents a new piece of information ‘as a fact’, i.e., as something known by most 
people but not necessarily by the hearer/reader, and thus not open to negotiation 
(Delin 1992). According to several authors, such an effect relies on the presuppo-
sitional nature of cleft sentences (Delin & Oberlander 1995; Dryer 1996: 488–491). 
Following this reasoning, one can claim that both focalizing and non-focalizing 
clefts presuppose the content of the cleft clause. For instance, in (13) the cleft con-
struction presupposes that one must fight against something and then states that 
something is to be identified with the referent of the clefted element. In the focal-
izing occurrences, the proposition is usually activated or at least highly accessible. 
In (14) and (15), the proposition is instead new to the hearer but is presented by 
the speaker in a presuppositional ‘packaging’ and, as such, it requires the hearer’s 
accommodation.

It is important to stress that more recent literature has recognized different 
types of clefts behind the informative-presupposition label, so that a more nuanced 
view is necessary. First, as convincingly argued by Lombardi Vallauri (this volume), 
it would be a mistake to conclude that all clefts hosting an anaphoric element in 
their matrix clause cannot be focalizing devices. In fact, there is no contradic-
tion in having a clefted constituent which is both anaphoric and focalized, since 
discourse-givenness and topicality pertain to distinct and independent levels (see 
Lombardi Vallauri, this volume for a detailed discussion; cf. also § 3 above).

An example such as (14) can be characterized exactly in this way. Jacob (2015) 
has also noticed that in (14), the cleft clause, although partially discourse-new, is 
nonetheless activated in the situational setting, in which the politician is inter-
vening to explain her party resolution to vote. The cleft can thus be considered 
to answer a covert QUD such as ‘What will lead the politician’s party to vote?’ by 
means of the anaphoric ceci, ‘this’, which refers to (and provides a conclusion to) the 
politician’s argumentation. In other words, the focus-background partition typical 
of focalizing clefts also seems to be maintained in this case.

In other occurrences, such as in (15), the propositional content of the structure 
is entirely discourse-new and the cleft clause can hardly be described as ‘presup-
positional’. As already observed by Berretta (2002) and Dufter (2009: 104), some 
instantiations of non-focalizing structures can be described as syntactic devices for 
ensuring textual cohesion,20 signaling “that the speaker is moving on to another 

20.	The clefted element in this type of clefts is usually represented by anaphoric adverbial ele-
ments, such as English thus, there, then, French ainsi, là, Italian così, là, ‘thus, there’ (see De Cesare 
et al. 2016; Lahousse & Lamiroy 2015).
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discursive segment”, or that the speakers intend “to summarize or resume the ar-
gumentation developed so far” (Dufter 2009: 104; cf. also De Cesare et al. 2016; 
Garassino, this volume; Jacob 2015 for similar observations).21

Instead of a categorical opposition between focalizing and non-focalizing 
clefts, it would probably be more adequate to consider different functional types 
of clefts viewed along a gradient, especially considering the activation state of the 
cleft clause (not only in the linguistic context but also in the contextual setting) 
and the function of the clefted constituent (anaphoric and focal at the same time 
or only anaphoric). What also emerges from this discussion is that the use of cleft 
sentences (as well as other exemplars of the cleft network) is not always motivated 
by IS, but needs to be understood in light of other levels of analysis (in our case, 
textual cohesion).

Finally, a reviewer also suggests that diachrony should be considered in the 
explanation of non-focalizing clefts. In fact, Dufter (2008) and Jacob (2015) con-
sider non-focalizing clefts in French to be an outcome of a grammaticalization 
process originally involving focalizing occurrences. These observations leave space 
for another source of paradoxes that stem from reanalysis processes inherent to 
grammaticalization paths. Very often, speakers have different intuitions on the se-
mantic and pragmatic interpretation of certain surface structures, thus triggering 
a reinterpretation of a linguistic form that may eventually lead to language change 
(‘reanalysis’). This is a possible explanation for non-focalizing clefts.

In conclusion, the protean functional nature of syntactic structures such as cleft 
constructions and left dislocations should not be considered either paradoxical 
or very surprising. If we assume that, as in the quotation from Lambrecht pre-
sented above in § 1, “the study of information structure focuses on the interaction 
of sentences and their contexts” (Lambrecht 1994: 9), it naturally follows that the 
pragmatic functions of such structures are the result of a complex, multifactorial 
interaction between their core semantic and pragmatic values and specific, strictly 
context-dependent feature constellations (see also Matić & Nikolaeva 2018).

21.	 Also observe that the cleft in (14) has a similar textual function.
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5.	 Conclusion and overview of the volume

5.1	 As a way of conclusion

Our discussion has shown that the ‘paradoxes’ discussed in § 4 are only apparent 
ones and can stem from a variety of possible sources, including language change 
and several dimensions of synchronic language variation (such as diatopic varia-
tion, which is thoroughly discussed in García & Uth 2018). In this chapter, however, 
we have focused on two specific sources of paradoxes.

The first one is related to the choice of specific experimental methods (e.g., the 
production tasks used for eliciting polarity and other types of focus examined in 
§ 4.1). The second type, which is more relevant to this volume, is represented by 
those cases in which paradoxes arise because of inadequate discourse models and/or 
the failure to take into account other explanatory factors, as shown by our discussion 
on dislocation (in particular, left dislocation) and cleft sentences in §§ 4.3.1 and 4.3.2.

More generally, these observations suggest that it is necessary to consider 
‘indirect’ effects when we analyze structures that are usually thought to convey 
IS-related functions. Indirect effects can be conceived as the consequence of general 
inferential pragmatic mechanisms and rhetorical strategies employed by speakers 
in authentic interactions. In this perspective, the expression of polarity focus by 
means of a dislocation is an indirect effect, such as the cohesive function of some 
occurrences of cleft sentences. Consequently, such effects are the result of using 
certain structures in specific contexts and, in our view, are still compatible with 
mainstream IS interpretations.

On the contrary, other scholars have taken a step forward by questioning the le-
gitimacy itself of IS as a field of inquiry (cf. Matić, this volume; Matić & Wedgwood 
2013; Ozerov 2018, 2021). These researchers consider categories such as topic and 
focus to be “procrustean beds” (Matić & Wedgwood 2013: 153) since they force 
‘top down’ explanations on the data, which can lead the analyst to ignore more 
fundamental aspects. For instance, Matić & Wedgwood observe that the morpheme 
baa in Somali (Matić & Wedgwood 2013: 138–139) can be easily mistaken as a 
signal of narrow focus, but a careful analysis reveals instead that the functional 
spectrum of this morpheme is much wider and includes topic-change marking as 
well as the expression of epistemic values. For Matić and Wedgwood, the danger 
of treating this morpheme as a ‘focus device’ is to produce a distorted linguis-
tic analysis that conceals more basic meanings and functions (i.e., baa conveying 
a form of realis meaning, “indicating the true […] existence of its complement”, 
Matić & Wedgwood 2013: 139) which may be the ultimate cause of other observed, 
‘superficial’ effects. Ozerov proposes replacing the top-down, universally-oriented 
methodology of IS with a bottom-up research program, investigating “low-level 
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interactional and discourse-managing instructions” (Ozerov 2018: 92), which are 
responsible for a variety of pragmatic effects (including the ones usually ascribed 
to IS). These ideas have inspired a lively debate in the current literature (cf. Riester 
2015 and Riester, Brunetti & De Kuthy 2018 for a critique), which at present seems 
far from being settled.22

A similarly challenging stance, albeit originating from a different theoretical 
framework, is taken by Kratzer & Selkirk (2020). Their claim is that all the syntac-
tic, semantic, pragmatic and phonological effects that we usually ascribe to IS can 
be reduced to two syntactic features, namely, [FoC] and [G] (the latter standing 
for ‘givenness’), which can have different prosodic or syntactic realizations across 
languages and whose meanings consist in signaling contrasts or matches in dis-
course (cf. Kratzer & Selkirk 2020: 42). Ultimately, for Kratzer & Selkirk, “there is 
no such thing as information structure that deserves this name”. In other words, 
these authors deny that IS “constitute[s] a field of study of its own, governed by its 
own principles” (Kratzer & Selkirk 2020: 42).

The conclusion drawn by Kratzer & Selkirk seems to characterize the opinion 
of all the researchers cited in this section: it is a warning against substantiating a 
homogeneous linguistic domain or ‘module’ and attributing to it a number of phe-
nomena that can neither be shown to be exclusive to such a domain, nor exhaus-
tively explained by the categories and rules attributed to this domain. It is also a plea 
for a sober and analytical consideration of the observed phenomena and processes. 
We do not see why linguists should not adhere to this enterprise, which promotes 
greater simplicity as well as terminological and conceptual parsimony. However, 
we also do not see what should prevent us from maintaining the label Information 
Structure as a term embracing all the processes and phenomena related to the task 
of adapting sentences to their discourse environment. In our view, what seems to 
be at stake for current research on IS is:

–	 The importance of considering textual and interactional aspects (cf. Pekarek-
Doehler, De Stefani & Hoerlacher 2015 on the interactional properties of 
non-canonical syntactic structures in French);

–	 The need for keeping apart different notions and levels such as relevance, 
co-text vs. context vs. background knowledge, anaphora, QUDs, givenness, 
newness vs. contrastivity, inference vs. accommodation, text cohesion and co-
herence, etc. It is with respect to all these levels that any specific linguistic form 
and structure should be analyzed;

22.	 We should mention that this debate has also concerned the peer review process of Dejan 
Matić’s contribution to this volume, leaving unresolved dissent between the author and some of 
his reviewers.
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–	 The use of a wide (and varied) spectrum of data, belonging to different text 
types and genres;

–	 Theoretical models that are able to offer explicit analyses of the manifold dis-
course strategies employed by speakers.

The articles contained in this volume, which we shall briefly present below, aim at 
shedding further light on these and other related issues.

5.2	 Contributions to this volume

The contributions collected in this book tackle, from different perspectives and 
theoretical frameworks, several types of ‘paradoxical’ evidence regarding IS-related 
categories or specific syntactic structures typically associated to IS, such as focus 
fronting and cleft sentences.

The articles are sustained by a strong empirical basis: be it direct, as in the case 
of the experimental and corpus-based research in the second part of the volume, or 
indirect, as for the theoretical contributions in the first part, which rely on previous 
empirical research work carried out by the authors. Although most contributions 
focus on Germanic and Romance languages, some data from the Slavic language 
family (Bulgarian, in Gabriel & Grünke) and some non-Indo-European language 
families (in the typologically oriented papers by Masia and Matić) are also dis-
cussed, thus presenting a relatively wide perspective on the examined phenomena.

The nine articles have been divided into two distinct sections. The first part of 
this volume is of a more theoretical nature and contains the papers of Lombardi 
Vallauri, Masia and Matić, inspecting the foundation of IS-related categories, such 
as topic and focus.

Edoardo Lombardi Vallauri, in Distinguishing psychological Given/New from 
linguistic Topic/Focus makes things clearer, addresses, in a sort of dialogue with our 
introductory chapter, some of the ‘paradoxes’ we have outlined above. Insisting on 
the need for keeping givenness as a cognitive category separate from topicality as 
a linguistic one, the author suggests that there is no ‘paradox’ at all in French and 
Italian cleft sentences with an anaphorical element in their matrix clause, since the 
function of these structures is to focalize already active information. Moreover, he 
discusses the relation between IS, syntax and prosody, claiming that the expression 
of IS-related categories through prosody is more basic and fundamental than by 
means of syntactic structures.

In Remarks on Information Structure marking asymmetries: The epistemologi-
cal view on the micropragmatic profile of utterances, Viviana Masia criticizes the 
widespread practice of defining focus based on alternatives. Masia claims that the 
function of focus is not to evoke contextual alternatives, but rather to express an 
evidential meaning. As she argues in her article, the most basic difference between 
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focus and topic involves a different way of encoding evidentiality. While topics 
indicate knowledge mutually shared by both speaker and hearer at the moment of 
utterance (mutual evidentiality), focus signals knowledge which is only possessed 
by the speaker at the time of utterance and for which s/he is the only committed 
source (individual evidentiality).

In similar fashion to Masia’s article, Dejan Matić, in Alternatives to Information 
Structure, strongly advocates linguistic analyses in which focus and topic are re-
duced to more basic pragmatic and cognitive categories. Matić, though, goes a 
step further in his criticism of IS as a field of research. Based on typological work, 
including his own fieldwork experience, he questions the foundational tenets of 
mainstream IS. Considering categories such as focus and topic as ‘procrustean 
beds’ (cf. also § 5.1), Matić suggests abandoning top-down research altogether and 
relying instead on bottom-up procedures, based on low-level interactional and 
grammatical properties.

The second part of the volume is devoted to case studies involving Germanic 
and Romance languages, of both an experimental and corpus-based nature:

The experimental contribution by Malte Rosemeyer, Daniel Jacob and Lars 
Konieczny, How alternatives are created: Specialized background knowledge affects 
the interpretation of clefts in discourse, offers a psycholinguistic study of German 
cleft sentences. The authors show that the same cleft sentence can be assigned a 
focal or a non-focal reading depending on the reader’s knowledge. If a reader fails 
to generate a set of alternatives in light of the previous context, s/he will interpret 
the structure as conveying information focus, whereas if s/he is able to reconstruct a 
set of contextually relevant alternatives, a contrastive reading is assigned. Moreover, 
the article addresses the complex interaction between text coherence, the speaker’s 
knowledge about the discourse topic as well as certain structural properties of the 
cleft construction (such as the syntactic function of the clefted constituent).

The role of alternatives is also critically analyzed in Is focus a root phenomenon? 
by Karen Lahousse. The author suggests that the IS of French c’est-clefts, il y a-clefts 
and the VS word order plays an important role in explaining their distribution in 
embedded sentences. In other words, their being ‘root phenomena’ or not is linked 
to their being contrastive or non-contrastive structures. Contrastive structures rely 
on the presence of alternatives in discourse, which makes them operate at the asser-
tion level (i.e., they oppose elements already introduced in the CG), a basic prag-
matic property associated to non-root phenomena. By contrast, non-contrastive 
structures, such as clefts conveying information focus, merely introduce new infor-
mation to the CG, which is instead associated with root phenomena.

In The curious case of the rare focus movement in French, Pierre Larrivée tackles 
the relation between data and theory from a cartographic perspective. According to 
the author, focus fronting, due to its scarcity in French, shows the tension between 
the rate of realization of a configuration in a language and its assumed availability 
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in the syntactic structure. In order to solve this ‘paradox’, Larrivée claims that we 
should look closely at the possible constraints of a specific language. In his analysis, 
he considers the competition between focus movement and the more successful 
c’est-clefts, which is ultimately amenable to the syntax-phonology interface, favor-
ing accent placement on the rightmost element of a prosodic unit (which is made 
possible in c’est-clefts by the post-predicate position of the clefted element), while 
pre-verbal accent placement is disfavored.

Anna-Maria De Cesare, in To be or not to be focus adverbials? A corpus-driven 
study of It. anche in spontaneous spoken Italian, shows that anche has a remark-
able flexibility in her data, being associated with different pragmatic functions. 
Moreover, De Cesare analyzes the relation between anche and different levels of 
IS as defined in Cresti’s model Language into Act. While this adverb consistently 
binds the focus of a semantic proposition articulated in focus-background (the 
semantic-presuppositional layer of IS), its co-occurrence with the expression bear-
ing the illocutionary force of the utterance (the so-called pragmatic-illocutionary 
layer in Cresti’s model) is far less stable.

The last two papers in this section deal with the challenges posed by IS in the 
context of language contact and translation:

Christoph Gabriel and Jonas Grünke, in Unmarked use of marked syntactic 
structures: Possessives and fronting of non-subject XPs in Bulgarian Judeo-Spanish, 
analyze possessive constructions and fronting of non-subject constituents in 
Bulgarian Judeo-Spanish, showing that these structures are frequent in this vari-
ety and are also used in IS-neutral contexts, whereas in Mainstream Spanish they 
are much less frequent and highly marked. The authors suggest that the situation 
displayed in Bulgarian Judeo-Spanish can either be the result of the maintenance 
of Old Spanish structural characteristics or of present-day language contact with 
Bulgarian. If the latter hypothesis should prove to be correct, this would suggest that 
the realization of IS is likely to undergo changes in situations of linguistic contact.

In Translation as a source of pragmatic interference? An empirical investigation 
of French and Italian cleft sentences, Davide Garassino analyzes French and Italian 
clefts in a corpus of journalistic texts and European parliamentary transcriptions, 
also including translations from French into Italian. The author observes that there 
are cross-linguistic differences in the IS configurations of clefts in the two languages 
and that Italian translations, at least in certain cases, increase the frequency of IS 
configurations that are usually dispreferred in original Italian texts (such as broad 
focus clefts). In general, however, the realization of IS in the target language seems 
resistant to interference from the source that would result in odd or unexpected 
pragmatic effects.
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