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Workshop description
The study of how information is organized and conveyed in linguistic utterances and texts has
fascinated linguists at least since the time of the Prague Linguistic Circle in the 1920s (see
Mathesius 1929). While much of the relevant research has strived to define constructs such as
theme and rheme, or topic and focus (Mathesius 1929, Chafe 1987, Givón 1976, Frascarelli &
Hinterhölz 2007, etc.), other scholarship has investigated how these constructs are encoded in
grammar. To give but one example of the latter type of pursuit, Lambrecht’s (1994: 222)
influential notion of focus structure is defined as “the conventional association of a focus
meaning with a sentence form”. The important insight behind this notion is that, in a given
language, sentences may be structured in different ways depending on whether they include
presupposed information, alongside the assertion, and also in accordance with which
syntactic components of the sentence are asserted.
The study of the relation between focus meanings and sentence forms raises a number of
interesting challenges. It is by no means the case that all languages differentiate the assertion
from the presupposition in syntax. As is well known, prosody also plays a relevant role, and
the study of the respective roles of syntax and prosody in the encoding of information is a
thriving domain of investigation. Morphology can also signal the role of a constituent in
information structure (Van Valin 2014). Even when information structure is encoded in
syntax, it is not necessarily organized in terms of relations between syntactic arguments and
predicates. Rather, there are focus structure types in which all the information overtly
encoded in syntax is asserted: the syntactic constituent that spells out the only thematic
argument of the verb fails to behave as a canonical subject and would instead appear to
behave as part of the verb phrase - or the predicate - in syntax (Zeller 2013, Bentley 2016).
The above issues unequivocally suggest that information structure is an interface
phenomenon, in that it has a bearing on every level of linguistic analysis (phonology,
thematic structure, syntax, morphology, etc.) and the levels affected interact in non-trivial
ways. In recent years, there has been increasing interest in grammatical interfaces
(Ramchand/Reiss 2007, Jackendoff 2010, Sorace 2011, Fischer & Gabriel 2016, among
others). Different frameworks have formalized interfaces in various ways, and there is no
consensus on how many interfaces there are, or how they should be represented in the
architecture of grammar.
The framework which one of the workshop organizers is the initiator and principal
representative of, Role and Reference Grammar (Foley & Van Valin 1984, Van Valin &
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LaPolla 1997, Van Valin 2005), is a parallel architecture theory (Jackendoff 2002, 2010); it
has a set of rules, called the linking algorithm, which relates semantics to syntax, in linguistic
production, and syntax to semantics, in linguistic comprehension. Discourse is assumed to
play a role at every stage in the linking: from the choice of predicators in the lexical
inventory to the assignment of grammatical relations to predicate arguments, their morphosyntactic realization in syntax, and so on, up to the realization of syntactic structure in
prosody, which is the final stage in linguistic production. There is, thus, an inbuilt mechanism
in this framework to deal with information structure at the interface with the other levels of
analysis.
In this workshop we propose to investigate information structure as an interface
phenomenon with a view to enhancing the current understanding of the relevant levels of
linguistic analysis and how they interact with each other. Ultimately, we hope to make a
contribution not only to the study of information structure per se, but also to the broader
understanding of its role in the architecture of grammar.
The scope of the workshop will include, but not be limited to, the following key questions:
• CAN

THE RELATIVE RIGIDITY OF WORD ORDER IN A GIVEN LANGUAGE RESULT IN THE
ENCODING OF INFORMATION STRUCTURE IN PROSODY?

Crosslinguistic evidence suggests that some languages with relatively rigid word order, for
example English, tend to rely on prosody for the encoding of focus. Languages which, in
addition, have strict rules on the syntactic position of focus, for example French, resort to
strategies such as clefting and passivization to avoid the violation of these rules (Vallduví
1991, 1992, Ladd 1996, Van Valin 1999, Bentley 2008). In African tone languages, as well
as the Amazonian language Karitiana, prosody plays little or no role in expressing
information structure, a job mostly left to syntax and morphology. We welcome any
contributions that concern the prosody-syntax interface and address the question of whether
there are any general linguistic properties that favour or inhibit the encoding of information in
prosody or syntax.
• WHAT IS THE ROLE OF MORPHOLOGY IN THE ENCODING OF INFORMATION STRUCTURE?
African languages can mark focus with loss of canonical verb agreement, loss of case, affixes
on the verb to indicate focus on one of the arguments (Kalinowski 2015). The
impoverishment of verb-argument agreement is also known to indicate focus in Arabic (Hoyt
2000) and Romance (Bentley 2016). We welcome contributions which shed light on the
discourse-morphology interface and which aim to ascertain if there are any general linguistic
properties that favour the morphological expression of information structure.
• HOW DOES INFORMATION STRUCTURE INTERFACE WITH LEXICAL-SEMANTIC STRUCTURE?
There is a considerable body of evidence suggesting that copulas and informationally-light
verbs are readily admitted in broad focus (Levin &Rappaport Hovav 1995, Marten & Van der
Wal 2014, Bentley 2016). Among other predicates, telic ones (achievements and
accomplishments) fair better than non-telic ones in this type of focus structure. Some scholars
have tried to explain these findings in terms of the requirement of a silent or stage topic in
broad focus (Erteschik–Shir 1997). However, there is no agreement on whether this silent
topic is a thematic argument of the predicate, say the silent event argument of stage-level
states or a locative argument of telic verbs of directed motion, or, alternatively, it is
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contextually added (Benincà 1988, Bianchi 1993, Pinto 1997, Tortora 1997, 2014 Corr 2016).
Relevant evidence and discussions from a wide number of languages would be welcome.
• WHAT ARE THE EFFECTS OF BROAD FOCUS ON ARGUMENT REALIZATION?
It would be important to ascertain how widespread argument integration is in broad focus.
This is the strategy of cognitive and communicative economy whereby “[…] the whole
syntagm is introduced as one unit of information, ‘integrating’ its parts into one ‘globally
new’ unit” (Fuchs 1980: 449; see also Lambrecht 2000, Sasse 2006, Zeller 2013, Bentley
2016) The crosslinguistic analysis of constructions that only occur in broad focus (e.g.,
existentials) may help us in addressing this question.
• WHAT

INTERFACES ARE INVOLVED IN THE ENCODING OF INFORMATION STRUCTURE IN
SIGNED LANGUAGES?

We welcome contributions from all frameworks and approaches, including synchronic,
diachronic, data-driven, typological and language specific. Please send your abstract to the
workshop organizers by 8 November 2017.
References
Benincà, Paola (1988). L’ordine degli elementi della frase. Costruzioni con ordine marcato
degli elementi. In Lorenzo Renzi (ed.) Grande grammatica italiana di consultazione.
Volume 1: La frase. I sintagmi nominale e preposizionale. Bologna: il Mulino, 129-194.
Bentley, Delia (2008). The interplay of focus structure and syntax: evidence from two sister
languages. In Robert Van Valin Jr. (ed.) Investigations of the Syntax-SemanticsPragmatics Interface. Amsterdam: Benjamins, 263-284.
Bentley, Delia (2016). Grammaticalization of subject agreement on evidence from ItaloRomance. Ms., The University of Manchester. To appear in Linguistics.
Bianchi, Valentina (1993). Subject positions and e-positions. Quaderni del laboratorio di
linguistica 7: 51-69. Pisa, Scuola Normale Superiore.
Chafe, Wallace (1987). Cognitive constraints on information flow. In R. Tomlin (ed.)
Coherence and grounding in discourse. Amsterdam: Benjamins, 21-51.
Corr, Alice (2016). Wide-focus subject-verb inversion in Ibero-Romance: a locative account.
Glossa 1/11: 1-33.
Erteschik–Shir, Nomi (1997). The Dynamics of Focus Structure. Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press.
Fischer, Susann & Christoph Gabriel (eds.) (2016). Manual of Grammatical Interfaces in
Romance. Berlin: Mouton de Gruyter.
Foley, William and Robert Van Valin Jr. (1984) Functional Syntax and Universal Grammar.
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
Frascarelli, Mara & Roland Hinterhölz (2007). Types of topics in German and Italian. In S.
Winkler and K. Schwabe (eds.) On information structure, meaning and form.
Amsterdam: John Benjamins, 87-116.
Fuchs, A. (1980). Accented subjects in 'all–new' sentences. Wege zur Universalienforschung
(Festschrift für Hansjakob Seiler), 449-461. Tübingen: Narr.
Givón, Talmy (1976). Topic, Pronoun and Grammatical Agreement. In Charles N. Li (ed.),
Subject and Topic. New York: Academic Press, 149-188.
Hoyt, Frederick MacNeill LePage (2000). Agreement, Specificity Effects, and Phrase
Structure in Rural Palestinian Arabic Existential Constructions. PhD thesis, Cornell

3

University.
Jackendoff, Ray (2002). The architecture of the language faculty. Cambridge, MA: MIT
Press.
Jackendoff, Ray (2010). The parallel architecture and its place in cognitive science.
Foundations of language, brain. In Berndt Heine & Heiko Narrog (eds.) The Oxford
handbook of linguistic analysis. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 645-668.
Kalinowski, Cristin (2015). A Typology of Morphosyntactic Encoding of Focus in African
Languages. PhD thesis. The State University of New York, University at Buffalo.
Ladd, Robert (1996). Intonational Phonology. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
Lambrecht, Knud (1994). Information Structure and Sentence Form: Topic, Focus, and the
Mental Representation of Discourse Referents. Cambridge:Cambridge University Press.
Lambrecht, Knud (2000). When subjects behave like objects: a markedness analysis of
sentence focus constructions across languages. Studies in Language 24: 611-682.
Levin, Beth & Malka Rappaport Hovav (1995). Unaccusativity: At the Syntax– Lexical
Semantics Interface. Cambridge, Mass.: The MIT Press.
Marten, Lutz & Jenneke Van der Wal (2014). A typology of Bantu subject inversion.
Linguistic Variation 14/2: 318-368.
Mathesius, Vilém (1929). Zur Satzperspektive im modernen Englisch. Archiv für das Studium
der neueren Sprachen un Literaturen 29/155, 202-210.
Pinto, Manuela (1997). Licensing and Interpretation of Inverted Subjects in Italian. Utrecht:
UiL OTS Dissertation series.
Ramchand, Gillian & Charles Reiss (eds.) (2007). The Oxford handbook of linguistic
interfaces. Oxford: Oxford University Press.
Sasse, Hans-Jürgen (2006). Theticity. In Giuliano Bernini and M. Linda Schwartz (eds.),
Pragmatic Organization of Discourse in the Languages of Europe. Berlin-New York: de
Gruyter, 255-308.
Sorace, Antonella (2011). Pinning down the concept of “interface” in bilingualism. Linguistic
Approaches to Bilingualism 1: 1-33.
Tortora, Christina (1997.) The Syntax and Semantics of the Weak Locative. University of
Delaware, PhD thesis.
Tortora, Christina (2014). A Comparative Grammar of Borgomanerese. New York: Oxford
University Press.
Vallduví, Enric (1991). The Role of Plasticity in the Association of Focus and Prominence. In
Proceedings of the Eastern States Conference on Linguistics (ESCOL) 7: 295–306.
Vallduví, Enric (1992). The Informational Component. New York: Garland.
Van Valin, Robert Jr. (1999). A Typology of the Interaction of Focus Structure and Syntax.
In Ekatarina Raxilina and Yakov G. Testelec (eds), Typology and Linguistic Theory: From
Description to Explanation. Moscow: Languages of Russian Culture, 511-524.
Van Valin, Robert D. Jr. (2005). Exploring the Syntax–Semantics Interface. Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press.
Van Valin, Robert D. Jr. (2014). On the place of information structure in a grammar. In Ana
Díaz Galán, María del Carmen Fumero Pérez, Pilar Lojendio Quintero, Sally Burgess,
Eulalia Sosa & Antonio Cano Ginés (eds.) Comunicación, Cognición, Cibernétic@.
Actas del XXXI Congreso de AESLA, 88-108.
Van Valin, Robert Jr. & Randy LaPolla (1997). Syntax. Structure, meaning and function.
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
Zeller, Jochen (2013). Locative inversion in Bantu and predication. Linguistics 51: 11071146.

4

