
The syntactic role of discourse-related features
∗ 

 
Silvio Cruschina 

 
Department of Italian, University of Cambridge 

 



16 Silvio Cruschina



(3) ... ɖɔ̀   dàn   lɔ̀  yà   Kòfí wɛ̀  hù    - *(ì)         (Gungbe, Aboh 2004:51) 
    that snake  the Top  Kofi Foc kill.PERF - it 
‘... that the snake, Kofi killed it.’                

 
(4) Shalay   Cali  baa/ayaa  yimíd.           (Somali, Frascarelli & Puglielli 2007) 

 yesterday Cali  Foc     come.PAST.3SG 
 ‘CALI came yesterday.’      

 
The postulation of a Top and a Foc head is therefore immediately supported by the fact that in many languages topic and 
focus markers, such as yà and wɛ̀ in Gunbe (cf. 3) and baa or ayaa in Somali (cf. 4), are in fact morphologically realised. 
Although in other languages these features are not associated with an overt lexical item, we assume that they are 
universally present in the lexicon and have full phrase-structural status in the syntactic computation, irrespective of the 
overt or covert realisation of the functional head. Being present from the very beginning of the derivation, these functional 
projections will drive the computation, and the designated functional heads will attract the constituents bearing the 
matching features. At the interfaces, both interpretive and phonological properties will be directly read off the syntactic 
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In this example (from Rizzi 2006:101), the phrase [D book] receives the thematic property of ‘patient of the verb read’ and 
the interpretive/criterial property of ‘interrogative’ in (7a),‘topic’ in (7b), and ‘focus’ in (7c), respectively. The distinction 
between these two types of semantic properties is reflected by Chomsky’s distinction between ‘external merge’ and 
‘internal merge’ (Chomsky 2001, 2004), whereby the operation traditionally known as move (i.e. internal merge) brings an 
element to an edge position of a phase head for it to receive scope-discourse interpretive effects. The cartographic 
approach, therefore, shares Chomsky’s (1995, 2000) assumption that functional categories are those which attract other 
constituents, triggering movement, but differs from Chomsky’s current theory where each phase head may have multiple 
edge/specifier positions, insofar as it acknowledges the existence of an articulated and rich series of functional projections 
(each with their own specifier) related to discourse properties both at the left periphery of C (Rizzi 1997, 2001, 2004) and
at the left periphery of v (Belletti 1999, 2001, 2004). 

4.    THE SYNTACTIC ROLE OF TOP AND FOC PROJECTIONS AND WORD ORDER ALTERNATIONS 

The data and the analysis presented in this section aim at providing direct empirical reflexes and manifestations of the 
syntactic role of discourse-related features, focusing on the correspondences and interactions between word order 
alternations and discourse-related effects. In the preceding sections, we considered the phrase-struct

18 Silvio Cruschina



The syntactic role of discourse-related features 19



20 Silvio Cruschina



(18) a.   Iddu picciliddu è. 
    he   child     is 
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of the VP. Under this hypothesis, ‘free inversion’ of the subject (cf. Rizzi 1982) is then the result of subject focalisation to a 
position that is immediately postverbal on the surface (cf. Belletti 1999, 2001, 2004:21): 
 
(26) a.   Chi  è  partito / ha  parlato? 
    who  is left    has spoken 
    ‘Who left / spoke?’ 
 b.   È partito / ha  parlato  Gianni. 
    is left    has spoken  John 
    ‘John left / spoke.’ 
 
‘Free inversion’, therefore, is clearly dependent on the information structure of the sentence, since it obtains whenever the 
subject is the focus of the sentence. Structurally, it corresponds to the activation of a dedicated projection in the left 
periphery of the VP: 
 
(27) [CP ……[ TP ………..[TopP  Top  [FocP  Foc  [TopP  Top ……VP]]]]] 
 
Within the cartographic approach to syntactic structure, it follows that two positions are available a



interchangeable. This appears to be in contradiction with the specific ordering constraints characterising the distribution of 
the elements moved to the left periphery of the sentence. Moreover, under this analysis, it is not possible to account for the 
intervention effects predicted by Relativized Minimality, which vary according to the specific nature of the peripheral 
element (cf. Rizzi 1997, 2004). In other words, as far as locality is concerned, how is it possible to distinguish between A'-
dependencies creating minimality effects (e.g. wh, focus, negation, quantificational dependencies) and those not creating 
them (e.g. topic dependencies) in a multiple specif
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constituent can be intervene between the fronted focus and the verb only when the focus bear a clear contrastive 
interpretation, as in (35). The lack of adjacency would otherwise result in the ungrammaticality of the sentence, as in (34): 
 
(34) a.   Chi  cci     ricisti       a  tò   niputi? 
    what to-himCL say.PAST-2SG to your nephew 
    ‘What did you say to your nephew?’ 
 b.   A  virità  (*a mè  niputi)  cci      rissi. 
    the truth   to your nephew to-himCL  say.PAST.1SG 
    ‘I told the truth (to my nephew).’ 
 
(35) Na littra,  a  Pina, cci     scrissi       (no
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(39)   ... ContrP   TopP  IFocP  FinP 
 
A higher projection encodes Contrast or Contrastive Focus (cf. Benincà & Poletto 2004, Frascarelli & Hinterhölzl 2007). 
Cross-linguistically, contrast appears to be independent of focus: contrastive topics are in fact possible (Szabolcsi 1981, 
Gundel 1988). The orthogonal nature of contrast with respect to the topic-focus distinction is confirmed by the fact that, in 
some languages, contrastive constituents are syntactically marked irrespective of their information nature. In Finnish, for 
instance, contrastive foci and contrastive topics occupy the same structural designated position, supporting the idea that 
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