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The paper will illustrate the definition of Focus according to the Language into Act Theory 

(LAcT) (Cresti 2000, Cresti & Moneglia, 2010) on the basis of corpus data derived from C-

ORAL-ROM Italian, and supported by experimental data carried out at LABLITA.  

 

In the LAcT framework the importance of Focus is strongly rescaled with respect to what is 

generally assumed by the literature on Information Structure (IS), given that the concepts of 

Focus and Comment collapse in a lot of influential literature (Chomsky 1971, Jackendoff 1972, 

Lambrecht 1994). For this reason it must be stressed that in LAcT the two notions must be 

distinguished, since Comment is based on a pragmatic function (accomplishement of illocution, 

Austin 1962), while Focus belongs to the locutive act, and it is a semantic function internal to 

the domain of textual information units (IU) like Comment and Topic.  

 

As a whole, Focus does not constitute the center of IS, but on the contrary it depends on the 

pragmatic nature of IS. In LAcT the primary information structure of the utterance is the Topic-

Comment pattern and both IUs have a pragmatic definition: if indeed the definition of 

Comment function is the accomplishment of the illocution, also the Topic function is 

pragmatically defined as the field of application of the illocutionary force of the Comment. 

Therefore also Topic is determined by the force of Comment and not by a feature like giveness, 

as assumed by the most part of literature and still depending from the context (Li, 1976; 

Chafe, 1976; Reinhart 1982; Gundel 1999). Moreover Topic is linked to the Comment by a 

specific information relation of pragmatic aboutness.  

 

In this sense the IS cannot be interpreted as a semantic structure establishing a certain 

relation with the Context or Common Ground (Stalnaker, 1974), as in the following variants: a) 

a new information evaluated with respect to a given one (Halliday, 1976); b) a central 

information with respect to the background (Lambrecht, 1994) c) a logic structure based on an 

asserted content with respect to a presupposed one (Chomsky,1971; Jackendoff, 1972); d) an 

answer to a covert or overt question in the context (Krifka, 2006; Büring, 2003).  

 

Many reasons lead to refuse the conception of IS as a relation of a focal point with the context. 

First of all because the origin of IS corresponds to the accomplishment of a whatever illocution, 

i.e. it is not a matter of semantics. Beside this, all the information functions have a pragmatic 

nature and are not limited to the relation of the Comment force with Topic. If the Comment 

can be optionally preceded by its field of application (Topic), it can also be supported by many 

other IUs with specific textual or dialogical functions. Corpus based research made indeed 

discover many IUs types, like appendix, parenthesis, locutive introducer, phatic, dialogical 

connector, which can be hardly explained trough semantic principles.  

 

Corpus data allowed also to verify for every IUs type specific prosodic counterparts, morpho-

syntactic correlations and even semantic constraints pragmatically motivated. According to 

LAcT, prosody is a mandatory character of the IS, because IUs taking part to the IS of the 

utterance are necessarily marked by prosodic cues (terminal and not terminal prosodic 

breaks), and the information pattern of the utterance is isomorphic with the prosodic pattern. 

Moreover each IU, signalled by prosody, behaves as “linguistic islands” (Cresti & Moneglia 

2010).  

 

More specifically the linguistic filling of both Topic and Comment IUs are performed 



respectively trough a prefix prosodic unit (PU) and a root PU, and each of them is a local 

syntactic configuration and a semantic compositional entity. It means that the linguistic 

material of Topic and Comment IUs is not bound across the IU boundaries by both syntactic 

and semantic relations.  

 

Actually the semantics of both Topic and Comment implies various levels of compositionality 

and Focus is a “high level” semantic function. A general definition of the concepts of Focus, 

belonging to the internal level of the semantic compositionality of Topic and Comment, says 

that Focus signals the peak of an expression which develops a Topic or a Comment information 

function. Therefore Focus is a necessary semantic component of both these IUs, and does not 

characterize the Comment only. Consequently we claim the existence of a Topic Focus and a 

Comment Focus.  

 

The assumption of the existence of a Topic Focus can be considered new and not shared in 

literature, anyway corpus data offer a prosodic proof of its existence. It must be stressed, 

indeed, that if the study of real speech must be carried out, its acoustic counterpart cannot be 

anymore ignored and specifically its prosodic cues. Most literature assumes that Focus must 

correlate with a phonetic-prosodic prominence (Ftspatrick-Col e& al., 1997; Lahiri 1999, 

Avesani 2003, Avesani & Vayra 2003; Butt & al. 2005 ), so also the existence of prosodic 

prominences, necessarily signaling a Focus, must be taken into care to identify Focus in speech 

. Systematic controls on corpus recently carried out on spoken corpora (Gagliardi 2009; Martin 

2010) and also in our Laboratory, make us sure that prefix PUs performing Topics, are 

mandatorily concluded by a perceptual prominence, sometimes more relevant than that in the 

root PU of Comment. It means that Topic-Comment information pattern, performed with two 

specific PUs, records two prominences, corresponding to two semantic Foci.  

 

According to their peculiar information nature, Topic Focus can be defined such as the semantic 

peak allowing the identification of the application field of the illocutionary force, while 

Comment Focus can be defined such as the semantic apex marking the type of the 

illocutionary force accomplished.  

 

The paper will present evidences derived from the C-ORAL-ROM Corpus supporting the above 

assumptions.  
 

References  

 

Austin J. L: (1962), How to do things with words, Oxford: Clarendon. 

  
Avesani C. & Vayra M. (2003) Broad and narrow contrastive focus in Florentine Italian, in 

Proceedings of the 15th International Congress of Phonetics Science. 

  
Avesani, C. (2003) La prosodia del focus ristretto contrastivo. Un accento particolare? In 

Marotta, G. & Nocchi, N. La coarticolazione. (Atti delle XII Giornate di studio del Grippo di 

Fonetica Sperimentale, Pisa 28-30 Novembre 2002), pp. 157-167  

 

Büring D. (2003), On D-trees,beans, and B-accent, in “Linguistics and Phyosophy “ 26, pp.511-

545.  
 

Butt, M., Eulitz C., Lahiri, A. (eds.) (2005), Focus and Intonation: The Syntax-Phonology 

Interface  
 

Chafe W. (1976) Giveness, contrastiveness, definiteness, subject, topics, and point of view. In 

C. Li (ed.), Subject and Topic, New York: Academic Press, pp. 25-55. 



  
Chomsky N. (1971) Deep structure, surface structure and semantic interpretation. In  
 

Steimberg D. and Jacobovits L. Semantics. An interdisciplinary reader in linguistics, philosophy 

and psychology, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. pp.183-216. 

  
Cresti E.(2000), Corpus di italiano parlato, Accademia della Crusca: Firenze 

  
Cresti &Moneglia M. (2010), Informational patterning theory and the corpus-based description 

of spoken language. The compositionality issue in the Topic-Comment pattern, in Moneglia, 

Panunzi (eds), Bootstrapping information from corpora in a coss-linguistic perspective, FUP, 

Firenze, pp. 13-45 

  
Cresti & Moneglia M. (eds.) (2005), C-ORAL-ROM. Integrated reference corpora for spoken 

romance languages, Benjamins: Amsterdam  

 

Fitzpatrick-Cole, J. & A. Lahiri (1997), Focus, intonation and phrasing in Bengali and English. In 

Botinis, Antonis, Georgios Kouroupetroglou and George Carayiannis (eds.) Intonation: Theory, 

Models and Applications. Proceedings of the ESCA Workshop, Athens. 119-122. 

  
Gagliardi G. (2009), Correlati fonetico-acustici dell’informatività, Tesi di Laurea, Università di 

Bologna  
 

Gundel J. (1999), On Different kind of Focus. In Bosh, P. & van der Sandt R. eds., Focus, 

Linguistics, cognitive and computational perspectives, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press 

pp. 293-305 

  
Halliday, M.H.K (1967) Intonation and Grammar in British English, Mouton: The Hague 

  
Jackendoff R. (1972), Semantics in generative grammar, MIT Press, Cambridge 

  
Krifka M. (2006), Basic notions on information structure, in Féry, Fanselow, Krifka (eds), 

Interdisciplinary studies on information structure, and in “Acta Linguistica Hungarica”, 55.  
 

LABLITA http://lablita.dit.unifi.it 

  
Lambrecht K.(1994), Information structure and sentence form, Cambridge University Press, 

Cambridge  
 

Martin Ph.(2010), Prominence detection without syllabic segmentation , in Speech Prosody, 

Satellite work-shop on prosodic prominence, 

http://www2.unine.ch/webdav/site/speechprosody-

prominence/shared/proceedings/Prominence_2010_MARTIN.pdf  
 

Reinhart T. (1982) Pragmatics and Linguistics: an analysis of sentence Topic. Bloominton, 

Indiana University Linguistic Club. 

  
Stalnaker R.(1974), Pragmtic presupposition, in Milton, Munitz, Unger (eds) Semantics and 

Philosophy, Newyotk University Press, NewYork, pp197-214   

http://lablita.dit.unifi.it/

