Information Structure
LectureAdvanced Topics in English Linguistidndrew Mcintyre

Information structure (=IS, information packaging): the arrangement of information in a
discourse in order to optimise the transfer of imfation between the speaker and addressee
(=hearer/reader). In particular, it is concernedhwthe way the speaker's & addressee’s
respective knowledge affects the presentationfofimation. Preliminary illustrations:
(1) When did Linda throw your books out the window?  Possible/deviant answers:

a. (She threw them out the window) around noon.

b. It was around noon (that she threw them outinelow).

d. *It was Linda who threw them out the window andunoon.

e. *They were thrown out the window by Linda arounmbn.

1. Basic notions in IS

1.1.0ld vs. new information

¢ Old (=given, familiar) information: is taken by the speaker to be kndoyrthe addressee,
unlike new (=unfamiliar ) information.

¢ Connection with definiteness (simplified!): defmitNPs (e.g.the/this N pronouns) are
familiar, indefinite NPsg(n)/someN, no article) are new.
(2) | was sitting in_a caféA manand_a womanvere sitting a few tables away. | hedng
man say something tthe woman Thenshewalked out othe café..

¢ Two types of newness/familiarity:

¢ Discourse familiarity: Discourse-oldvs. discourse-newinfo. Discourse-old info can be
assumed to be in addressee’s consciousness aingttedime. Examples:

+ Referents mentioned previously in current discoarsediscourse-old.

¢ Speaker/addressee®{2" person pronouns) are discourse-old (since thdeexis of
a discourse implies the existence of speaker/asielegs

+ Entities normally associated with something presigunmentioned are discourse-old:

(3) a. Fred founda bottle/*something}. The labdboked interesting. He removed the cork
b. Ann was ir{her flat/*the city}. The bellrang and she turned on the light
c. Surfing is a bad idea if the watés full of sharks and the life savease off duty.

¢ Hearer familiarity : Hearer-old info is familiar to the hearer even if not disceexold.
(Discourse-old entails hearer-old.) E.g. the defbelow (interpret discourse-initially):

(4) a.The planetvould be fairly cold without the sun
b. The minister for healtjust resigned from the government

¢ There is a tendency to express old info using shéotms (notably proforms, ellipsis).

1.2.Topic vs. comment

¢ Topic: what the sentence is about; the rest of the seatis a&commenton the topic.
+ Expressions overtly marking a constituent as actopi

®)
(6)
)
®)
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As for Egbert, he won't like the café unless they sein& fpmonade there.

As far asMary is concerned | think she would be a good candidate.
Personally, | didn't like the film. [seems to topicalise speds feelings/opinion]
Other topic markersoncerning, while on the subject of, speaking ®faa as x goes

¢ Topics are also recognisable in answers to reqémsitsformation about someone/sth.:

©

-Tell me about Jane. - St went to Africa.

¢ Another test for topichood:ataphoric pronouns (pronouns whose antecedeatftisr them,
rather than before them (as withaphoricpronouns)):

(10

Becausédie was so pushy, | tolthe salesmarto go away.

¢ There is a tendency (often overridden) for the ectbpf a sentence to be its topic (cf.
etymology ofsubjectin this sense). Examples:

(11
(12)

a. Mary has a car. b. The car belongs to Mary.
a. The dog is on the sofa. b. The sofa has a dag o

+ In other languages, topics are marked with spen@iphemes (Japanese) or by being in a
particular position (adjacent to the verb in HurgarBasque).

¢ Problem The notiontopic is often hard to define. There is disagreemenivhather every
sentence has a topic, and whether a sentence camiue than one topic.

(13)

—What happened next?
—A picture fell of the wall and hit the vase.

1.3.Focus vs. background/presupposition

¢ An expression is irfocus if the speaker is choosing it from among a (pdgsififinitely
large) set of alternatives, thereby contrastingitih them. English marks focus with stress.

+ Examples of contexts involving focus:

(14)
(15)

(16)

an
(18)

(19)

+ Answering constituent questions:

Who did you give the book to? -1 gave it to JANE.
When did you reatiamle® -l read it LAST YEAR.
+ Focus with corrections:

Stan loves Fran - No, Stan loves ANN.

+ Polarity focus (=verum focu truth/falsehood of a proposition is focussed@t&ng
(potential) contradition) by stressing auxiliarggation or affirmative particle:

There ARE Martians. | DID see one, and it WILL visie again.

You did NOT see a Martian! — | did SO see a Mattian

+ Focus withfocus-sensitive particlesThe item in the scope of the patrticle (i.e. wihat
refers to) is contrasted with/compared to otheesck focussed, hence stressed.

ONLY/MERELY/JUST. indicate that background holds exclusively farfssed element:

a. Elvis_onlycopied an article on POLITICS. [as opposed toothe on PHYSICS]
b. Elvis_ onlycopied an ARTICLE on politics. [not a BOOK]
c. Elvis onlyCOPIED an article on politics. [as opposed twalty READING it]
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(20) ALso, LIKEWISE: indicate that background holds for focussed iteeddition to others:
a. Elvis_ alsacopied an article on POLITICS. [plus stuff on atkabjects]
b. Elvis alsocopied an ARTICLE on politics.
c. Elvis_alsoCOPIED the article on politics.

(21) Eeven: indicates that background unexpectedly hold$doussed element:
a. Elvis_evercopied an article on POLITICS. [expected that €bdpied articles on
other subjects, but politics was not among them]...

¢ Multiple focus is possible. E.g. focus on item icoge of a focus-sensitive particle co-
occurring with another focus (Pullum/Huddleston 23@9):

(22) Only KIM preferred the ORIGINAL version.
¢ The non-focussed part of the sentence is calldteritackground or presupposition A

presupposition is a background assumption whichamesntrue regardless of negation, e.g.
(23). Background material behaves like presuppwsiti this respect, cf. (24).

(23) a. He didn’'t manage to poison anybody. [Presupptridd to poison somebody]

b. He didn’'t know that she left. [Presupp: Shd lef

c. The present king of France is bald. [Presupprdlis presently a king of Fr.]
(24) a. He didn’t throw a BOOK in his bag. [Presupp:tHeew something in his bag]

b. He didn’t throw a book in his BAG. [Presupp: tHeew it into something]

c¢. He didn't THROW a book in his bag. [Presupp: Hie something which caused
the book to enter the bag, e.g. he placed/kickegfid it in there]

¢ In English, focus can be marked by stress on acpéat syllable in the focussed constituent
(often the strongest syllable in the last wordhie tonstituent). This rule sometimes leads to
ambiguities in what is focussed (one speakgocfis projectionwhen the accent is not
marking the smallest possible constituent):

(25) a. What did she buy a book about? — She bougbok &bout {,c,s ARchitecture]
b. What did she buy? — She boughtasgbook about ARchitecture]
c. What did she do? — Shesbought a book about ARchitecture]

¢ Focussed constituents aren’t stressed in writingichv can cause misunderstandings. The
following is a translation of an example from Kafkstress ototal would render it focussed,
hence contrasted; the obvious choice for alteraasvchairman’s salary as topic, hence no
contradiction between sentences:

(26) The chairman’s salary last year was 900 000 Eurg tdtal earnings depend on the
firm’s profits and can amount to several million.
¢ Other cases where focus crucially affects mear(@g){(31) from Krifka):

(27) Employees of this company are only allowed to WelahACK shoes.
— Focus orblack (ignoring fairly perverse interpretations...)

(28) a. In English orthography, a &lways follows a Q. [true]
b. In English orthography, a U always follows a Q [false]

(29) Fortunately | spilt WHITE wine on the sofa.
(30) [Sign in shopping mall:] Dogs must be CARRIED.
(31) [Sign in library:] Please speak QUIETLY
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1.4.Are the dichotomies old-new, focus-background, topic-commé the same?
It is not always true that old=background=topic aesv=focus=comment:

¢ ltis often the case that only part of the comnigim focus.
(32) a. As for Svetlana, she works in the OFFICE on wedk.
b. As for Svetlana, she works in the office on WHEHRDS.
¢ Comment can be old info:
(33) Basil didn't see the report, and as for Francihe,didn’t see it either.

¢ Focus inside topic:
(34) Speaker ATell me about the wives of Henry VIII
Speaker BWell, [his FIRSTcusWifelopic found herself in an unfortunate situation...
¢ Focus needn’t be new information:
(35) Did Francine or Gwendoline write the letter? — FRAINE wrote it.

1.5. Theme vs. rheme

¢ Terms corresponding to either topic/comment or nklvNot common nowadays.

¢+ Don't confusethemein IS sense with the thematic raleeme though perhaps there is a
connection whethemeis an argument of a PP or AP in cases like tHe\ahg:

(36) a. The food made John sick. Jopntopic commented on by AP]
b. They left John in the garden. Johntopic commented on by PP]

1.6.Heaviness

¢ Heaviness is not an information-structural notidmut is discussed here because it is
potentially confused with other info-structural ioois like newness, focus.

¢ Heaviness is particularly relevant fbeavy NP shiftan exception to the rule that NP
complements of verbs must be next to the verb:
(37) a. He performed at the conceg# pne of the hardest pieces of piano music evetemiit
b. He performedy one of the hardest pieces of piano music evetemiifat the concert.
c. *He performed at the concegi[a sonata).

¢ Heavy information is more likely to be new, as dido can be expressed using short
expressions like pronouns. But heavy NP shift neguiheaviness, not newness.

1.7.Generalisations about IS and word order

I If possible, given information precedes new infatiora

Il Topic comes before comment where possible.

Il Focus is by preference towards the end of the elaus

V. Heavy constituents are put as late as possible.

V. Non-canonical(=marked) syntactic constructions are typically choseneisponse to the
above IS factors.



Marked Example Parallel unmarked sentence
construction

Passive The patient was treated by the dogtor. dbhtor treated the patient.
NP preposing Such behavior | won't tolerate. | vidalerate such behavior.
Locative inversion Into the room ran some llamas. om8 llamas ran into the room
Left dislocation Businessmen, they drink my wine.| usBiessmen drink my wine
Right dislocation They shot him, the poor bastard. | They shot the poor bastard.
It-cleft It was his hairstyle that they disliked Thdigliked his hairstyle.
Wh<cleft A brain transplant is what he needs. He seefrain transplant.

¢+ We later look at some of these constructions, shgwbw they reflect the above principles.

¢ Notice that these non-canonical constructions ane source of exceptions to the
generalisation that the arguments of a head agetfliradjacent to it.

2. How information structure affects the use of particularconstructions

2.1.Passive

+ Normal active sentences mostly have paraphrasbseitfiter agentive or agentless passive:

(38) a.ACTIVE: Grandma played the drums.
b. AGENTIVE PASSIVE The drums were played by Grandma.
C. AGENTLESS PASSIVE The drums were played.

¢ Agentless passives: speaker doesn’t know/care dhadent is, or doesn’t want to say.
¢ Agentive passive is used in response to informagitonctural factors.

¢ Subjects of agentive passives are mostly defihgace old info:

(39) a. {The/*A} computer was bougltty Mary yesterday.
b. A computer was bought for the institute yestgrda

¢ Studies of real language use indicate that whenrectdobject is referred to in a
subsequent sentence, it is more likely to be espb®s a passive subject than as an
object, e.g. (a) below is more likely to be conédwvith (b) than with (c).

(40) a. | saw a documentary about Uganda last night...
b. ...The documentary was made by a journalist sgemt two years there.
c.”?..A journalist who spent two years there madedheimentary.

¢ Thus, agentive passives require their subjectettopics and discourse-old, and the agent
(in thebyphrase) to be discourse-new, conforming to gersaadins in §1.7.
2.2.Constructions with subjects after the verb

¢ Constructions with subject after the verb, and satieer element (a PP or an expletive
subject) occupies the subject position. We distuesexamples.
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¢ THERE-INSERTION: Expletive there in subject position. Subject NP appears laterhia t
clause. The NP is new information, since its exristeis being asserted. It shows the
‘definiteness effect’, it can’t be definite (sinités new).
(41) a. There is a cow in the kitchen.
b.;There is the cow in the kitchen.
c. A cow is in the kitchen.

(42) a. There is {a/*the} solution.

b. *A solution is there. [judgments hold for meaglesstherg
(43) a. There is someone knocking on the door.

b. Someone is knocking on the door.
(44) a. There was {a/*the} student arrested.

b. {A/The} student was arrested.

¢ LOCATIVE INVERSION : PP appears in subject position instead of NP.
(45) a. In Grandma'’s garden stood a 3-metre statuevis Presley.
b. Down the Hill ran a herd of llamas.

¢ Inversion of normal order marks the preposed cuestt as at least as old as the postposed
one (e.g. Pullum/Huddleston 2002:1386). E.g. (advebno good if statues have been
mentioned but garden hasn't.

2.3.Topicalisation

¢ Topicalisation (=preposing, fronting) of complements of V: movemef phrase out of
complement position in VP to the front of the sents leaving a gap. Contrast to left-
dislocation, in which gap is filled by a pronoun:

(46) a.TOPICALISATION: Maryl didn’t speakto
b. LEFT DISLOCATION: Mary | didn't speak to her
¢ Topicalised phrase must be old info, and contrastest of the clause is presupposed.
(47) Did you see a dog in the garden? _ - A dalidn’t see. [entails he saw sb./sth. else]
(48) Do you like Mary's brothers? -John | like. Davedrtly know.

(49) [on telephoneHi, it's me. What are you doing now?
a.lI'm reading a book.
b.*A book | am reading.

(50) What are you reading? -*A book I'm reading.
(51) Are you reading a book? -A book I'm NOT reading.

2.4.1t-clefts

(52) It was_the bosthat | spoke to, and it was hiwho told me the news.
(53) It was the fact that he was wearing a pink jumptht didn’t please the boss.

¢ Clefted constituent (underlined) may be new, butetimes old.
+ Clefted constituent is focussed (or contains focus)
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(54) When did she go to Cambodia? -
a.lt was in 1999 that she went there.
b.*It was to Cambodia that she went in 1999.
+ Relative clause is presupposed:
(55) It wasn'tWar and Peac¢hat Cyril read last week. [presupp.: Cyril redid fast week]

¢ Focussed constituent is by default interpretedussetly, i.e. as if modified bgnly:
(56) It wasJohn who left [suggests that nobody else left]
+ Normally relative clause is old info, but (in formaritten language) there are exceptions.
Hence, the following examples could begin a newalisse (e.g. newspaper article):

(57) a.ltwas_in 1877that Edison invented the phonograph.
b.It is with great regrethat we announce the death of Ethel P. Taylorson.

2.5.Wh-clefts (=pseudoclefts)

(58) a.A bottle of wine was what she bought.
b. What she bought was a bottle of wine.

¢ Whclefts are likat-clefts but differ from them in that presuppositiorrelative clause must
be discourse-old, hence no discourse-initial stmast parallel to things like (57).

2.6.Particle verbs (=phrasal verbs)

¢ New/contrasted/heavy NPs after particle. Old NPfreeparticl. This is obligatory with
pronouns and heavy NPs. With other NPs it is a eetdadency, nevertheless confirmed by
experiments (Dehé 2002).
(59) a. She threw it out. b. *She threw out it.
c. I'm not going to throw out THEM. [Stressed (i.ocussed) pronouns are the
only pronouns that can precede partiitlean’t be stressed, hence always before particle]
(60) a. Mary cried her eyes out.
b. *Mary cried out her eyes.hg¢r eyesis old info, since their existence is implied by
mentioning Mary and the vexy]

(61) a. She put on\p a cd with some of the most dreadful guitar playidgever heard].
b. *She put fr a cd with some of the most dreadful guitar playidgver heard] on.
(62) a. After work, she wanted to relax, so gjo¢ out a dvd
b. *’After work, she wanted to relax, so gy a dvd out
(63) a. When his bike broke down, he rang somebodix tiois bike up
b. When his bike broke down, he rang somebodixtap his bike

Information Structure

Exercise A In the early 18 century, constructions like the following werdlgibssible:
1.He loves not her. 2.He loves her not.

An 1837 grammar (D. BootlRrinciples of English Grammatondon: Knight. p.322f) tries to

explain the difference by saying that in sentencé..the idea might be suggested (placjng

emphasis oher) that he loves someone else.” Express this maeigely.

Exercise B Pretend that the following sentences are thenmégy of a story. Each sentence

features the use of an information-structural devichich makes the sentence sound weird.

Explain why the sentences sound odd and reformtiate more normally.

1.1t was the weather that was inclement that day.

2. So Cuthbert thought “Mary | will visitand so he went to the car.

3. There stood the car on the street near Cuthbediaé.

4. Before getting into the car, what he went into Weesgift shop.

5. Some nice cheap plastic flowers were bought by him.

6. He said to the shop owner “Haha, much respect divtiey will like very much these.”

8. As for thoughts, he had happy ones all the waylaoy's abode.

7.When at Mary’s door there was him, it was the belfang.

8. Triumphantly dribbling, the floral piéce de resiste he had just procured he gave to her.

9. What she threw straight into the rubbish tin waes flowers.
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