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Summary 

Focus is a key notion to understand processes of syntactic and prosodic readjustments in Romance. 

Since, prosodically, it must be the most prominent constituent in the sentence, focus associates with the 

nuclear pitch accent, which may be shifted from its default rightmost position when the syntactic 

position of the focus also changes. The application of specific syntactic operations depends both on the 

size and on the subtype of focus, although not always unambiguously. Subject inversion characterizes 

focus structures where the domain of focus covers either the whole sentence (broad-focus) or a single 

constituent (narrow-focus). Presentational constructions distinctively mark broad focus, avoiding 

potential ambiguity with an SVO structure where the predicate is the focus and the subject is interpreted 

as topic. In narrow-focus structures, the focus constituent typically occurs sentence-final (postverbal 

focalization), but may also be fronted (focus fronting) depending on the specific interpretation associated 

with the focus. 

Semantically, focus indicates the presence of alternatives, and the different interpretations arise 

from the way the set of alternatives is pragmatically exploited, giving rise to a contextually open set 

(information focus), to contrast or correction (contrastive or corrective focus), or to surprise or 

unexpectedness (mirative focus). Whether a subtype of focus may undergo fronting in a Romance 

language is subject to variation. In most varieties it is indeed possible with contrastive or corrective 

focus, but it has been shown that focus fronting is also acceptable with non-contrastive focus in several 

languages, especially with mirative focus. 

Finally, certain focus-sensitive operators or particles directly interact with the narrow-focus 

constituent of the sentence and their association with focus has semantic effects on the interpretation of 

the sentence.  
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1. Introduction 

Focus is usually defined as the informationally new and most relevant part of a sentence. Together with 

topic, focus is a central notion of information structure, namely, the way in which information is 

packaged within a sentence according to the temporary state of the interlocutors’ mind and background 

knowledge (Halliday 1967, Chafe 1976, Lambrecht 1994). The grammatical marking of focus – and of 

information structure in general – plays a fundamental role in the expression of the public 

communicative goals of the discourse participants and in the management of the common ground, i.e. 

the background information shared by the speaker and the hearer in a conversation (Krifka 2007). 

Crucially, however, focus marking is not uniform across languages and, even within the same language, 

there is not always a one-to-one relation between a specific interpretation and a given focus structure. 

In addition, different definitions of focus have been provided depending on the theoretical framework 

adopted and on the grammatical aspects investigated. This has led to the lack of a uniform definition of 

focus as well as to terminological confusion. Nevertheless, significant advances have been made in the 

last decades, yielding a better understanding of focus, its properties, and its grammatical correlates. In 

particular, scholars working on focus have addressed the following issues: 

 

• the relationship between focus and new/old information; 

• focus–background dichotomy and the generation of alternatives; 

• the grammatical encoding of focus; 

• the linguistic reflexes and correlates of different extensions of focus or focus structures; 

• the linguistic reflexes and correlates of different (pragmatic) subtypes of focus; 

• the association with focus of certain semantic operators and focus-sensitive elements.  
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The Romance languages have figured prominently in the research on focus and focus-related 

constructions. In fact, work on Romance has played an essential role in the debate on the issues 

mentioned above, especially on the syntactic and prosodic marking of focus according to the extension 

and the subtype of focus. The chapter is structured as follows. In the next section (§ 2), the issues that 

are fundamental to the definition of focus and that will serve as a preliminary introduction to the rest of 

the chapter will be discussed, with a special attention to the focus-background dichotomy, and the 

extension and the subtypes of focus. In the following two sections, the properties and the constructions 

associated with different extensions of focus will be presented, distinguishing between broad-focus 

structures (§ 3) and narrow-focus structures (§ 4). Special emphasis will be paid to the developments 

and achievements in the relevant research on the Romance languages with respect to the above-

mentioned issues. Section 5, finally, deals with the semantic association between focus and focus 

particles.  

 

 

2. Definitions  

Ever since the work by the functional linguists of the Prague School (Sgall et al. 1973, Sgall et al. 1986), 

focus has been associated with the notion of rheme, conveying new information, as opposed to old or 

given information which is referred to as theme (or topic). It soon became clear, however, that the 

distinction between rheme/focus and theme/topic must be kept separate and independent from the 

newness and givenness of their referents (Sgall et al. 1973: 17). For Chafe (1976, 1987, 1994) the new-

given opposition pertains to a different, psychological dimension concerning the activation of certain 

information in the short-term memory: in this model, given means active in the short-term memory, 

while new indicates inactive information that has not yet been introduced in context, nor in the 

addressee’s mental state. Keeping the distinction of the two dimensions (new-given vs focus-topic), 

focus has been defined in relation to the illocutionary force of the sentence: it is the part of an utterance 

that is asserted in a declarative sentence or questioned in an interrogative sentence (Lambrecht 1994). 

The interconnection between focus and illocutionary force is stronger and more explicit in Lombardi 

Vallauri (2001, 2009), where focus is indeed defined as the part of a sentence that carries the 

illocutionary force (see also Cresti 2000). By contrast, topic is devoid of illocutionary force and only 

provides introductory or additional information that helps to cognitively locate the focus.  

As pointed out by Gundel (1988), moreover, two notions of newness have been associated with 

focus in much of the earlier literature, calling for the need for further precision: linguistic expressions 

have been designated as new (or focal) not only when they identify the part of the sentence in which 

new information is communicated, but also when they introduce new referents into the discourse. 

Distinguishing these two dimensions of the new/old information dichotomy is essential to understand 

the grammatical impact of focus and, more generally, of information structure (see Gundel 1988, 

Lambrecht 1994, Gundel and Fretheim 2004, Cruschina 2012a). 

According to the referential dimension, the referents denoted by the linguistic expressions within 

a sentence can be new or given to the interlocutors depending on whether they have been introduced 

into the conversation for the first time or have already been mentioned in the discourse. By contrast, the 

relational, sentence-internal opposition between newness and givenness refers to the relation between 

the constituents of a sentence, so that topic identifies what the sentence is about, while focus (or 

comment) is what is predicated of the topic (Reinhart 1982). In the referential sense, newness and 

givenness pertain to the association between linguistic structures and the mental states of the 

interlocutors, according to which linguistic elements can be defined as topical, active, familiar, or 

identifiable (Gundel et al. 1993, Lambrecht 1994). This dimension is certainly important for the choice 

between alternative referring expressions (e.g. pronouns vs full DPs), for the encoding of the same in 

terms of definiteness and specificity, and may influence the selection of certain constructions (e.g. 

presentational constructions, see Lambrecht 1994). However, it is ultimately the relational dimension 

that constitutes the core of information structure, inasmuch as it deals with the propositional content that 

is linguistically encoded in the format of a sentence, and with how this information is packaged 

according to discourse functions and to the knowledge and beliefs of the speaker and the hearer(s) (see 

Halliday 1967, Chafe 1976, Prince 1981, 1986, Vallduví 1992a, Lambrecht 1994). 

Thus, the information-structure notion of focus can only be properly understood at the propositional 

level, in relation with the rest of sentence, namely, with respect to the complementary notion of 
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background and its extension over the sentence (i.e. which part of the sentence is in focus). Different 

interpretations, moreover, can characterize narrow focus. The focus–background dichotomy, the 

extension of the focus, and the semantic and pragmatic subtypes of focus will be discussed in more 

detail in what follows.  

 

2.1. The Focus–Background Dichotomy and the Extension of Focus 

A traditional way to elicit a narrow focus is by means of a wh-question. Wh-questions pose specific 

conditions on the focal structure of the answers, whereby an answer is felicitous or congruent if its focus 

constituent corresponds to the wh-phrase in the question. In question–answer sequences, therefore, there 

is a systematic correlation between the wh-question and the focus–background structure of its possible 

congruent answers (in the examples, boldface is used to indicate the focus of the sentence): 

 

(1) a.  ¿Qué se  compró  María? (Sp.) 

    what REFL buy.PST.3SG Mary 

     ‘What did Mary buy (for herself)?’ 

 b.  María se  compró  una calculadora. 

    Mary REFL buy.PST.3SG a calculator 

    ‘Mary bought a calculator (for herself).’ 

(Gutiérrez-Bravo 2008: 381) 

 

The focus constituent in (1b) identifies the most informative part of the sentence and corresponds to the 

missing argument in the open proposition (Mary bought x) that is presupposed by the question (1a) and 

that constitutes the background in the answer (1b). What is focal is thus new information, while the non-

focus part of a sentence – the background in our terminology – lies outside the scope of assertion, or 

other illocutionary operators, and therefore contains information that is presupposed. On the basis of 

examples like this, focus and background have been defined as new and presupposed information, 

respectively (Jackendoff 1972). We have seen, however, that focus must be new not in the referential 

sense that it cannot have been previously mentioned, but in the relational sense that the speaker presents 

it as new information within the sentence it is contained and against the background: 

 

(2)    a.  ¿María  se   compró     una calculadora o   un  libro? (Sp.) 

        Mary   REFL buy.PST.3SG  a   calculator   or  a   book 

        ‘Did Mary buy a calculator or a book (for herself)?’ 

b.  María  se   compró     una  calculadora. 

   Mary  REFL buy.PST.3SG  a    calculator 

   ‘Mary bought a calculator (for herself).’ 

 

The denotatum of the nominal phrase una calculadora in (2b) is given, discourse-active information at 

the time of the utterance since it was mentioned in the alternative question (2a). “What is new is not its 

referent but the relationship between the focus expression and the proposition” (Lambrecht 1994: 211). 

The assimilation between background and presupposed information is also problematic, especially if the 

classical notion of presupposition is taken into account. Lambrecht’s definition of focus, for example, 

relies on the complement notion of presupposition. Even if it is certainly true that the non-focal part of 

the utterance is generally presupposed, notions such as newness or presupposition should not figure in 

the definition of focus, since they are “statistical correlatives, but not definitional features, of focus” 

(Krifka 2007: 30). Recent studies have moreover highlighted the different nature of the presupposition 

generated by focus (Büring 2004, Geurts and van der Sandt 2004, Kratzer 2004; see also Lombardi 

Vallauri 2001, 2009 for a different analysis of the relation between assertions and presuppositions and 

their relation with information structure).  

The focus–background dichotomy must thus not be defined in terms of new vs old/presupposed 

information. A semantic definition of focus is in fact more helpful to understand the focus–background 

partition of the sentence (from Krifka 2007: 18):  

 

(3)  Focus indicates the presence of alternatives that are relevant for the interpretation of linguistic 

expressions.  
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The idea that focus introduces a set of alternatives at the propositional level has been developed and 

worked out in formal detail within the theory of Alternative Semantics (Rooth 1985, 1992). In this 

framework, the ordinary semantic value of the focus expression is computed at a first level of semantic 

composition, while its alternative semantic value is calculated at a second level, using a recursive 

definition, and consists of a set of alternative propositions in which the ordinary semantic value of the 

focus expression is replaced by contextually appropriate alternatives. Within this perspective, the focus–

background dimension is conceived of as independent from other information-structure notions such as 

givenness: the background of a sentence can be given, but need not be (see Féry and Krifka 2008, Dufter 

and Jacob 2009; see also Samek-Lodovici 2015 for a different view).  

The typical examples of focus discussed in the literature involve narrow focus, whose domain only 

includes a nominal or a prepositional phrase. Narrow focus is generally contrasted with broad focus, 

which obtains when the focus domain extends over the entire sentence. The question-answer test is 

traditionally used to elicit narrow focus (cf. 1b), but broad focus can be also elicited in answers to 

appropriate questions such as What happened?, which yields focus on the whole sentence. The term 

broad focus has also been used to describe structures where the focus domain stretches over the whole 

verb phrase, as in answers to questions making reference to a given subject (e.g. What happened to 

John? What did John do?), leading to a degree of imprecision and potential ambiguity. I will use the 

term predicate focus to refer to those structures where the subject is part of the background and the 

predicate is the focus: this corresponds to the topic-comment sentence type (Lambrecht 1994: 221). 

These different focus structures (narrow, broad, and predicate focus) are used in different 

communicative situations and are manifested across languages in distinct formal categories. Indeed, 

many grammatical aspects of a language, such as prosody or word order, are intimately connected with 

information-structural variation and in particular with the extension of the focus (see Lambrecht 1994, 

2001, Büring 2010, 2016, Féry and Ishihara 2016).  

 

2.3. Contrast, Emphasis, and Subtypes of Focus 

The definition of focus presented in (3) is essential to understand the different subtypes of (narrow) 

focus and their relationship to contrast and emphasis. We have defined focus as the constituent of the 

sentence that semantically introduces a set of alternatives in the context of the utterance. In a sense, then, 

focus is always contrastive, in that the ordinary semantic value of the focus expression contrasts with 

the focal alternatives. It has been shown, however, that the focus constituent is marked differently, in 

the grammar, depending on how the focal alternatives are exploited and on whether they constitute an 

open or a closed set (see, e.g., Vallduví and Vilkuna 1998, Molnár 2002, Krifka 2007, Cruschina 2021). 

The first case is typical of answers to wh-questions providing missing or sought information, where the 

set of alternatives is pragmatically and contextually delimited, but in fact no specific alternatives are 

mentioned in the discourse (cf. (1b) above). This type of focus is generally called information focus, 

which may also be used to indicate covert questions (or questions under discussion)that are implicit in 

the context. In the second case, focus signals that alternatives – usually one – are given in the context 

and an explicit contrast is established between the focus constituent and the alternative antecedent, 

typically by way of correction or denial. The term contrastive focus should be restricted to this type of 

focus used for truly contrastive purposes (Krifka 2007: 33). To avoid confusion, the label corrective 

focus has been preferred to refer to this kind of focus (Bianchi and Bocci 2012).  

When focus creates a contrast against beliefs or expectations based on common knowledge, an 

emphatic interpretation of surprise or unexpectedness arises (Krifka 1995: 227). The focus of this type 

has been labelled mirative focus (Cruschina 2012a). Focus can also be associated with an exhaustive 

interpretation (exhaustive focus), emphasizing the exhaustive identification or the exclusion by 

identification with respect to a set of alternatives. Exhaustive focus has been invoked to account for the 

interpretation of focus in clefts or in the preverbal position of Hungarian (see, e.g., É. Kiss 1998).1 

In the relevant literature, the labels for the subtypes of focus that we have just identified have been 

used with different meanings and to refer to different concepts, contributing to some terminological 

 
1 A further subtype of focus has been recognized in the literature: verum focus, namely, focus on the truth value or 

on the polarity of a sentence. Verum focus has been analysed as a particular case of narrow focus (Féry 2007) and 

different strategies have been described to mark this type of focus in Romance, including prosodic focus on the 

verb, fronting, and the use of polarity particles (Hernanz 2007, Leonetti and Escandell-Vidal 2009, Escandell-

Vidal and Leonetti 2011, Giurgea and Remberger 2012b, Poletto and Zanuttini 2013). 
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confusion. The definitions outlined above simply make reference to the precise kind of contrast within 

the set of alternatives evoked by narrow focus: open contrast for information focus, explicit contrast for 

contrastive/corrective focus, contrast against expectations for mirative focus, and restrictive contrast for 

exhaustive focus. It is the unexpected new information contrasting with beliefs and expectations that 

yields those kinds of interpretation that are generally described in terms of emphasis, thus explaining 

the relation between focus, contrast, and emphasis (for a fine-grained classification of the focus 

functions within a functionalist perspective, see Dik 1989). 

These subtypes of focus are generally considered to be pragmatic in nature and do not directly relate 

to the propositional content of the utterance, in that they do not have an immediate impact on the truth 

conditions of the sentence.2 As will be shown below (cf. § 5), semantic uses of focus are possible with 

the phenomenon of association with focus (Krifka 2007). Nonetheless, it is generally acknowledged that 

these subtypes of focus are distinctly marked by prosodic and/or syntactic means in several languages, 

including Romance languages. With these definitions and this background in mind, we are now ready 

to move to the expression and to the marking of focus in Romance.  

 

 

3. Broad-Focus Structures 

Romance languages lack morphological markers of focus, and exclusively resort to syntactic and 

prosodic strategies to mark the different focus structures (i.e. broad- and narrow-focus) and subtypes of 

focus. Moving away from the predominant SOV order of Classical Latin, and through an alleged V2 

stage in the Medieval period, today all Romance languages show an unmarked SVO order (Ledgeway 

2012: 69, cf. also Chapter 71). Prosodically, the focus constituent must be maximally prominent in its 

domain of interpretation (Truckenbrodt 1995). Consequently, it must be assigned the most prominent 

metrical head of the sentence: it thus bears the nuclear stress. At the intonational level, then, this metrical 

head is associated with a pitch accent that qualifies as the nuclear pitch accent (NPA). In Romance, the 

NPA is assigned by default to the rightmost constituent of the sentence. Stress and NPA assignment are 

insensitive to the argument structure of the verb (see Zubizarreta 1998, 2016). 

Unmarked word order and default NPA assignment characterize broad- and predicate-focus 

structures. SVO sentences can therefore be interpreted either as broad focus or as predicate focus, the 

only difference would concern the interpretation of the subject, which is a topic in predicate-focus 

structures and part of the focus in broad-focus structures. Moreover, it would be incorrect to assimilate 

these focus structures with the unmarked word order. As will be shown in the following sections, 

syntactically marked configurations may well be associated with a broad-focus structure. Therefore, 

despite the different mechanisms and strategies to mark distinct focus–background articulations, there 

is no strict one-to-one correspondence between information structure and syntactic word order, and a 

certain degree of ambiguity persists. In the presence of the unmarked word order SVO and the default 

assignment of the NPA to the rightmost constituent of the sentence, as in sentence (4), focus can project, 

in that different constituents containing the word bearing the NPA can be interpreted as focus 

(Selkirk1995, Ladd 1996). The constituent associated with NPA is marked in bold in the relevant 

examples: 

 

(4)       O  João  quebrou   o  vaso. (Pg.) 

 

(5)    a.  [O  João  quebrou    o  vaso]Focus 

b.  O   João  [quebrou    o   vaso]Focus 

c.  O   João  quebrou   [o   vaso]Focus 

the  João  broke   the  vase 

        ‘João broke the vase.’ 

 

The syntactically and prosodically unmarked sentence in (4) can identify a structure with broad focus 

on the entire sentence (5a), a predicate-focus structure with focus on the verbal phrase (5b), or a sentence 

 
2 The pragmatic and semantic uses of focus cannot always be neatly separated. Some subtypes of focus have been 

argued to have a direct influence on the truth-conditional meaning (this has been claimed for exhaustive focus in 

Hungarian by Szabolcsi 1981 and É. Kiss 1998) or to be associated with conventional implicatures with a semantic 

– albeit not truth-conditional – interpretive import (Bianchi et al. 2015, 2016, Cruschina 2021). 
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with narrow focus on the direct object (5c). Thus, (4) is a felicitous answer to the question What 

happened?, with the focus structure in (5a), as well as an answer to the questions What did John do? 

(5b) and What did John break? (5c). All these focus structures satisfy the prosodic requirement that the 

element that is associated with the NPA must be contained with the focus constituent.  

 

3.1. Unmarked Word Order, Subject Inversion, and Presentational Constructions 

The syntactic effects of focus are generally considered in comparison with the unmarked word order. 

The most common diagnostics to determine the unmarked word order of a language is the elicitation of 

an out-of-the-blue context through questions like What’s happening? under the assumption that in this 

context the whole proposition contained in the answer conveys new information and a broad-focus 

structure is thus yielded. If we apply this diagnostics to Romance languages, the only pragmatically 

felicitous order with a transitive sentence is SVO, as illustrated in (8) for Spanish: 

 
(7)   ¿Qué pasó? 

     ‘What happened?’ 

(8)    a.  La  enfermera salvó  al     paciente.  SVO 

        the  nurse    saved  ACC-the patient 

        ‘The nurse saved the patient.’ 

b. # La enfermera al paciente lo salvó.        SOV 

c. # Salvó la enfermera al paciente.         VSO 

d. # Salvó al paciente la enfermera.         VOS 

e. # Al paciente la enfermera lo salvó.        OSV 

f.  # Al paciente lo salvó la enfermera.        OVS 

(Gutiérrez-Bravo 2008: 370) 

 
However, in intransitive clauses, subject inversion (i.e. the order VS) may also correspond to the 

unmarked word order and express a broad-focus structure. Subject inversion of this type has been 

analysed as strictly connected with the null-subject property of the language (Rizzi 1982). Later work 

has however shown that, even though the null-subject property constitutes a necessary condition for 

subject inversion, it is yet not a sufficient property. Factors such as the argument structure of predicates, 

lexical-semantic properties of the verb, and the thematic prominence of arguments play a crucial role in 

making VS order the unmarked broad-focus structure (see Leonetti 2017).  

Broad-focus subject inversion has been primarily associated with unaccusativity. It is indeed 

traditionally assumed that VS is the unmarked word order with unaccusative verbs, as in (9). It has soon 

been shown that, on closer scrutiny, the range of verbs that allow subject inversion is larger and includes 

unergatives (10).3 What the unaccusatives and the unergatives that allow subject inversion like those in 

(9)–(10) have in common is the supposed presence of a null locative/goal argument which contributes a 

deictic interpretation of the sentence, spatially and/or temporally related to the speaker (Pinto 1997, 

Tortora 1997, 2001, Sheehan 2010, 2016, Corr 2016, Leonetti 2014, 2017, Bentley and Cruschina 2018).  

 

(9)   Morrió el  güelu. (Ast.) 

died   the  grandfather 

‘(My) grandfather died.’ 

    (Corr 2016: 1) 

 

(10)  Ha  telefonato Gianni. (It.) 

    has phoned   Gianni 

    ‘Gianni has phoned (here/us).’ 

 

This type of inversion is additionally sensitive to the contrast between stage-level and individual-level 

predicates: it is disallowed with individual-level predicates, as shown in (11b), and is generally possible 

with predicates describing bounded eventualities (Bianchi 1993, Soare 2009, Bentley and Cruschina 

2018), as in (11a): 

 
3 The VS order qualifies as unmarked also with psychological verbs, where the sentence-initial position is occupied 

by the indirect object encoding the experiencer, rather than by the subject (cf. Chapters 71).  
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(11)   a.  Sono disponibili  alcune  guide  turistiche. (It.) 

     are   available   some   guides tourist 

     ‘Some tourist guides are available.’ 

  b. * Sono poliglotte   alcune  guide  turistiche.  

     are   polyglot   some   guides tourist 

     ‘Some tourist guides are polyglot.’ 

     (Bianchi 1993: 60) 

 

These inversion structures are also possible in a non-null subject language like French, though subject 

to more constraints than in the null-subject Romance languages. The expletive pronoun il ‘it’, a temporal 

expression or a sentence-initial adverbial such peut-être ‘maybe’ or sans doute ‘doubtless’ must appear 

at the beginning of the sentence:4 

 

(12)  a. Il  est  venu trois  femmes. (Fr.) 

      it  is  come three women 

      ‘Three women have come.’ 

b. Alors sont arrivés trois  hommes en armes. 

      then  are  arrived three men    in arms 

      ‘Then three armed men arrived.’ 

    c. Peut-être  sont  partis les  enfants. 

      maybe    are   left  the  children 

      ‘Maybe the children left.’ 

 

An important difference between French and the null-subject Romance languages is that in the latter, 

but not in French, subject inversion is very commonly used to mark the subject as the sole focus of the 

sentence in a narrow-focus structure (cf. Section 4). The ambiguity of subject inversion as a strategy for 

both broad- and narrow-focus shows once again that the correspondence between information structure 

and syntax is not always univocal. Several studies have shown that distinctive prosodic properties may 

be associated with the two types of focus structure, which may thus remove potential ambiguities and 

ensure a formal contrast. However, the precise phonological properties, including distinct types of pitch 

accent, are different from language to language, and sometimes are even disputed, making it difficult to 

draw generalizations that could encompass all Romance languages (see Poletto and Bocci 2016 for an 

overview and for references). 

The use of subject inversion for the expression of broad focus can also be observed in other 

constructions such as existentials (13) and locative inversion (14) (cf. Chapter 106):  

 

(13)   Había    unhas  mulleres  xunto  á     figueira. (Glc.) 

had.3SG  some  women   next   to-the  fig tree 

‘There were some women close to the fig tree.’ 

(Longa et al. 1998: 137) 

 

(14)   Dans le  lac  se   reflétait  un  château. (Fr.) 

     in   the  lake REFL reflected a   castle 

‘In the lake was reflected a castle.’ 

     (Bonami et al. 1999: 36) 

 

Despite their different (apparently bi-clausal) composition, special types of existential and cleft 

constructions, called presentational cleft constructions in Lambrecht (1994, 2000, 2001, 2002) for 

spoken French, have also been associated with sentence focus (15). Similar constructions have also been 

described for Catalan (eventive existentials, see Leonetti 2008, Villalba 2013) and for Italian 

 
4 Many other factors act as constraints on subject inversion in French, including register (cf., e.g., the so-called 

stylistic inversion) and sentence type (interrogative inversion or inversion in subjunctive clauses). For more details 

on subject inversion in French, see Bonami et al. (1999), Marandin (2001, 2011), and Lahousse (2006, 2011). See 

also Section 4.  
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(presentational ci-sentences, see De Cesare 2007, Cruschina 2012b, Bentley et al. 2015), as illustrated 

in (16a) and (16b), respectively: 

 

(15)   a.  Y   a   le  téléphone qui    sonne. (Fr.) 

        there has the  phone    which  rings 

        ‘The phone is ringing.’ 

b.  J’ai   une voisine   qui  fume. 

    I have  a   neighbour who smokes 

    ‘My neighbour smokes.’ 

    (Lambrecht 2002: 171, 177) 

 

(16)   a.  Hi   ha  la  Maria  molt  enfadada / al   telèfon / que espera. (Cat.) 

        there has the  Maria  very  angry     to-the phone /  that awaits  

        ‘Mary was very angry/at the phone/waiting.’ 

        (Leonetti 2008: 141) 

b.  C’è   Maria  che canta in un teatro  di Berlino. (It.) 

there_is Mary  who sings in a  theatre of Berlin 

‘Mary sings in a theatre in Berlin.’ 

(Cruschina 2012b: 97) 

 

These constructions present a new entity into the discourse, of which something is subsequently 

predicated. They might thus be viewed as narrow focus in that they introduce a new referent, or as 

predicate focus insofar as this new referent functions as the topic of the following predicate. In fact, they 

are broad-focus structures because, unlike clefts proper, no sets of alternatives are evoked at the level of 

sentential subparts (e.g. the postcopular nominal constituent), and they are felicitous in out-of-the-blue 

contexts. From a functional perspective, presentational constructions with a postverbal subject are used 

to avoid the possible topic interpretation of a preverbal subject. In this sense, subject inversion in general 

can be seen as a strategy to guarantee the interpretation of the subject as part of the focus domain and to 

avoid the potential ambiguity of the subject in the SVO order (see Giurgea 2017).  

I conclude this section with a controversial issue concerning the unmarked word order of broad-

focus structures. We saw that VS is the most natural word order with unaccusatives and with some kinds 

of unergatives, while SVO characterizes broad-focus structures with transitive verbs. Nevertheless, VSO 

has often been considered to be more natural or at least equally good; the acceptability and the 

unmarkedness of this order in broad-focus structures, however, vary considerably across the Romance 

languages. VSO has been identified as a possible unmarked order of Spanish by several scholars. In fact, 

both SVO and VSO have been analysed as perfectly natural word orders in Spanish broad-focus 

declaratives (17). However, the VSO order is not equally admitted by all speakers and its acceptability 

seems to vary not only with respect to the type of argument structure involved in the sentence, but also 

in accordance with diatopic and individual variation (Hernanz and Brucart 1987, Ordóñez 2000, 2007, 

Zubizarreta 1998, Zagona 2002, Gutiérrez-Bravo 2007, 2008, Leonetti 2014, 2017).  

 

(17)   a.  María  compró  un coche. (Sp.) 

     María  bought  a  car 

  b.  Compró María  un  coche. 

     bought  María  a   car 

     ‘Mary bought a car.’ 

     (Zagona 2002: 202) 

 

Even more robust is the claim that the unmarked word order is VSO for Romanian (Dobrovie-Sorin 

1994, Cornilescu 1997), while the SVO order is characteristic of predicate-focus structures, where the 

subject is interpreted as a topic. Nevertheless, it seems that SVO is still the dominant and most common 

Romanian word order (Ledgeway 2012: 68–70, Zafiu 2013), and that in Romanian preverbal subjects 

are not necessarily topics (Motapanyane 1994, Hill 2002, Giurgea and Remberger 2012a, Giurgea 2017). 

 

(18)   a.  A  citit  Ion  două cărţi.  (Ro.) 

     has read  Ion  two  books 
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  b.  Ion a    citit  două cărţi. 

     Ion has  read  two  books 

‘John read two books.’ 

 

VSO in broad-focus structures is subject to stronger constraints in the other Romance languages. It is 

possible in Portuguese, though not so readily in answers to the what-happened question, where the most 

natural order remains SVO (Duarte 1987, 2003, Ambar 1992, 1999, Costa 1998, 2002, 2004), but is not 

available or is highly marginal in Italian and in Catalan (Belletti and Shlonsky 1995, Belletti 2001, 2004, 

Sheehan 2006, López 2009, Leonetti 2010, 2017). 

 

3.2. Preverbal Subjects in Predicate-Focus Structures 

In predicate-focus structures, the domain of the focus extends over the predicate, thus excluding the 

subject. This structure corresponds to the topic-comment sentence type, where the assertion relates the 

topic with the event denoted by the predicate. The analysis of broad-focus structures in the previous 

section has shown that subjects need not to be topics, but can be part of the focus embracing the entire 

sentence. In the same way, sentence-initial topics need not be grammatical subjects (cf. Chapter 100). 

The distinction between broad- and predicate-focus structures remains one of the most blurred and 

controversial. Especially when it comes to the SVO order, the only difference concerns the interpretation 

of the subject, which is taken to be a topic in predicate-focus structures, while it is analysed as being 

part of the focus in broad-focus structures. The most common and typical diagnostics to distinguish 

between the two focus readings (i.e. between broad and predicate focus) with SVO, thus, remains the 

elicitation of an out-of-the-blue context through questions (cf. § 3.1), as shown in (19) which can be 

contrasted with the predicate-focus eliciting question in (20):  

 

(19)  Q:  ¿Qué pasó? (Sp.) 

       ‘What happened’? 

A:  [La enfermera salvó al paciente.]Focus    SVO 

  ‘The nurse saved the patient.’ 

 

(20)  Q:  ¿Qué hizo la enfermera? 

       ‘What did the nurse do?’ 

A:  La enfermera [salvó al paciente.]Focus    SVO 

‘The nurse saved the patient.’ 

 

In the Romance languages, the two different focus structures are not determined by grammatical 

properties, but rather by the expectations created with the questions in the context. Most studies on the 

information-status of the subject in the SVO order have concentrated on its syntactic, semantic, and 

pragmatic properties, especially with respect to two aspects: first, the topicality of the subject (including 

quirky subjects) and, second, possible specific grammatical properties of subjects that may help to 

distinguish between the two structures.  

As for the first issue, as pointed out by Lambrecht (1994: 118), “topics are not necessarily 

grammatical subjects, and grammatical subjects are not necessarily topics.” Attempts exist in the 

relevant literature to tell apart the two notions in Romance. Rizzi (2005), for example, argues that topics, 

but not subjects, are characterized by a connection to the previous discourse, which he defines in terms 

of D(iscourse)-linking. Cardinaletti (2004) suggests that the distinction must be syntactically encoded, 

proposing a dedicated position for subjects. This position is not exclusively designed for the grammatical 

(nominal) subject of the sentence, but for the so-called (logical) subject of predication (see also Bentley 

and Cruschina 2018).  

The second issue, namely, the grammatical distinction between the two focus structures in 

Romance, is still little understood. The linguistic research on the grammatical correlates of information-

structure properties has concentrated on the focal vs non-focal status of the preverbal subject at the 

prosodic and syntactic level in narrow-focus structures, that is, with the subject as narrow focus (see 

Gabriel 2010, Bocci 2013, Feldhausen 2014). When the distinction between topical vs non-topical 

subjects has been taken into account, this was often in the light of the controversial hypothesis that, in 

null-subject Romance languages, all preverbal subjects are topics (Barbosa 1995, Alexiadou and 

Anagnostoupoulou 1998; see Costa and Duarte 2002, Sheehan 2006 for criticism). The prosodic 
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investigation, on the other hand, concentrated on the distinction between narrow focus and broad focus, 

thus not distinguishing between broad- and predicate-focus structures (cf. § 3.1). We can thus conclude 

that the unmarked SVO order allows for alternative focus readings according to the size of the focus 

domain. Such alternative readings are contextually determined.  

 

4. Narrow-Focus Structures 

Syntax and prosody often operate together in the grammatical coding of the focus within a sentence, 

yielding structures that are both syntactically and prosodically marked. However, they need not do so: 

the unmarked word order SVO may well be associated with a marked NPA, as in (21a). In this case, 

prosody alone tells us that we are dealing with  narrow focus on the preverbal subject. Syntactic means 

are instead more commonly used in Romance to mark argument focus and to guarantee an unambiguous 

(or at least, less ambiguous) interpretation of the focus structure: (21b) features an unmarked assignment 

of the NPA to the rightmost constituent, but a marked (O)VS order.  

 

(21)   a.  Gianni  ha  rotto   il   vaso.          (It.) 

        Gianni  has broken the  vase 

b.  (Il  vaso,)  l’     ha  rotto   Gianni. 

   the  vase   it.ACC  has broken Gianni 

   ‘Gianni broke the vase.’ 

 

(22)   a.  Gianni  ha  rotto   il   vaso.          (It.) 

        Gianni  has broken the  vase 

b.  Il  vaso  ha  rotto   Gianni. 

   the  vase  has broken Gianni 

   ‘Gianni broke the vase.’ 

 

The two options in (21) are available not only for subjects, but also for direct objects (22) and other 

constituents, so that we can conclude that, in Romance, two positions are associated with focus in 

narrow-focus structures: a postverbal position within the core of sentence and a preverbal position within 

the left periphery of the clause. The first position is typically sentence final – ignoring possible right-

dislocated material, of course. I will call postverbal focalization (PoF) the positioning of the focus 

constituent in this postverbal position (21b, 22a), while I will refer to the placement of the focus 

constituent to the preverbal left peripheral position as focus fronting (FF) (21a, 22b). The two focus 

positions should be distinguished from focus in situ, that is, the focal strategy whereby the narrow focus 

is only marked by prosodic shift: the focus constituent remains in its unmarked position and no syntactic 

displacement takes place. Of course, PoF of objects may coincide with focus in situ, at least with respect 

to the superficial linear order (cf. 22a), in the same way as FF of subjects may coincide with focus in 

situ (21a). However, the distinction becomes more evident when it is the subject that undergoes PoF 

(21b) or when the object is focus fronted (22b).  

PoF is the predominant strategy in Romance to mark narrow focus, FF being restricted to specific 

pragmatic and interpretive conditions, that is, to specific subtypes of focus. FF may also depend on the 

syntactic category of the focus expression, proving more common with quantifiers or quantified 

phrases,5 as well as in combination with focus particles (Brunetti 2009) (cf. § 5). As will be shown, these 

restrictions are stronger in some languages than in others. In the next sections, I will discuss the two 

narrow-focus structures (PoF and FF) in more detail (§§ 4.1–4.2), and will then turn to the role and 

effects of narrow focus in sentence types other than declaratives (§ 4.3).  

 

4.1. Postverbal Focalization (PoF) 

PoF is the most common syntactic configuration associated with narrow-focus structures in modern 

Romance (see, e.g., Zubizarreta 1998, Costa 2004). Indeed, in Romance postverbal foci are generally 

described as the most natural and pragmatically felicitous option in all contexts licensing narrow focus 

and, thus, with all subtypes of focus. It is traditionally claimed that FF must be sanctioned by a special 

interpretation of the focus constituent (e.g. with contrastive/corrective focus), while information focus 

 
5 In some studies, it is actually argued that quantifier or quantified-phrase fronting should be distinguished from 

FF (see, e.g., Vallduví 1992b, Quer 2002, Cruschina 2012a, Leonetti 2017).  
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typically occurs postverbally. As shown in the following examples, only sentences with PoF are 

considered to be pragmatically felicitous answers to the corresponding wh-questions (Zubizarreta 1998, 

1999, Gutiérrez-Bravo 2008, Fábregas 2916, Belletti 2004): 

 

(23)   Q:   ¿Quién  compró  los  discos?   (Sp.) 

           who   bought  the  records 

         ‘Who bought the records?’ 

     A1:  Los     compró  una  muchacha. 

         them.ACC bought  a    girl 

     A2: # Una muchacha  los      compró. 

         a    girl     them.ACC bought 

(Gutiérrez-Bravo 2008: 383) 

 

(24)   Q:   Chi  ha  parlato?   (It.) 

                 who  has spoken 

         ‘Who spoke?’ 

A1:  Ha  parlato  Gianni.        

                 has spoken  Gianni      

A2: # Gianni  ha  parlato. 

Gianni  has spoken 

‘Gianni spoke’ 

(Belletti 2004: 21) 

 

Information-focus subjects occurring in situ, in their preverbal position, are only considered to be 

pragmatically felicitous in the non-null subject languages French and Brazilian Portuguese, where 

narrow-focus subject inversion is rather limited, as shown in (25) and (26) (see, e.g., Zubizarreta 1998: 

20, Drijkoningen and Kampers-Manhe 2012, Kato and Martins 2016). In both languages, an 

information-focus subject can alternatively – and more commonly in the spoken language – be 

introduced by a cleft sentence or, in fact, by a reduced cleft. Interestingly the cleft construction to mark 

information focus is not readily available for constituents other than subjects (27) (Beyssade et al. 2004, 

Belletti 2007, 2009): 

 

(25)   Q:   Quem  levou o   meu  laptop?  (Pt.) 

who   took  the  my   laptop 

‘Who took my laptop?’ 

A1:  Levou  [o  ladrão]Focus  (EuPt./ *BrPt) 

took    the thief  

A2:  [O  ladrão]Focus levou  ele.  (BrPt / *EuPt.) 

the  thief      took   it 

‘The thief took it.’  

(Kato and Martins 2016: 29–30) 

 

(26)   Q:    Qui  dort? (Fr.) 

         who  sleeps 

         ‘Who sleeps?’ 

     A1:  Jean dort. 

         Jean  sleeps 

‘Jean sleeps.’ 

     A2: * Dort   Jean. 

         sleeps  Jean 

     A3:   C’est Jean (qui  dort). 

         it-is  Jean  who  sleeps 

                 ‘It is Jean (who sleeps).’ 

(Drijkoningen and Kampers-Manhe 2012: 66) 

 

(27)   Q:    Qu’est-ce-que  t’as     acheté? (Fr.) 
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what       you-have  bought 

‘What did you buy?’ 

A:  * C’est un  livre. 

it-is  a   book 

‘It is a book.’ 

(Belletti 2009: 262) 

 

In null subject Romance languages, by contrast, preverbal focal subjects are considered to be acceptable 

only with a contrastive or emphatic interpretation. Under this interpretation, these cases of narrow focus 

are not treated as in-situ foci, but have rather been analysed in generative syntax as involving a 

movement operation, either prosodically (Zubizarreta 1998) or syntactically (Belletti 2004, Bocci 2013) 

motivated. This would be a case of string-vacuous movement with no evident effects on the linear word 

order. 

It should also be noted that the judgements in (25) and (26) have been disputed in the literature on 

the syntactic distribution of narrow focus in Romance. It has been shown that varieties such as Sardinian 

and Sicilian, FF with information focus, i.e. in the absence of special interpretations or readings, may 

prove common and even more natural in some contexts (see Jones 1993, Cruschina 2015, 2016, 2021 

Bentley 2008). Similarly, some scholars have more recently reported different views and experimental 

data on different varieties of Spanish, showing that the preverbal position is not necessarily restricted to 

contrastive focus or emphasis, and that preverbal subject foci – but also other focal constituents – are 

indeed accepted by native speakers (see Gabriel 2010, Vanrell and Fernández-Soriano 2013, 2018, Uth 

2014, Heidinger 2015, 2018, Jiménez-Fernández 2015a,b, Hoot 2016, Sánchez Alvarado 2018, 

Gutiérrez-Bravo et al. 2019; see also Kato and Raposo 1996 and Brunetti 2004 on the possibility of 

fronting a narrow focus in Brazilian Portuguese and in Italian, respectively). We will return to this issue 

in the next section on FF (§ 4.2).  

The configuration resulting from PoF of subjects is grammatically very similar to subject inversion 

in broad-focus structures. There are however crucial differences between the two types of subject 

inversion in Romance. First of all, narrow-focus subject inversion (i.e. PoF of subjects) is only widely 

employed in null-subject languages, being very limited in French and, even if to a lesser extent, also in 

Brazilian Portuguese.6 Secondly, as we saw in Section 3.1, broad-focus subject inversion is conditioned 

by factors such as the argument structure and the lexical-semantic properties of the predicate, proving 

for example more natural and widespread with unaccusative verbs. On the contrary, narrow-focus 

subject inversion occurs more freely with all verb types, including transitive verbs, especially when the 

direct object is cliticized to the verb, as shown in the Gardenese Ladin example in (28): 

 

(28)  Q:  Who wrote the letter to the newspaper?  

A:   La  lëtra  tla    zaita      l’à       scrita  la  l’oma. (Grd.) 

the  letter in-the  newspaper  it.ACC-has  written the  mum 

‘It is the mum who wrote the letter to the newspaper.’ 

(Casalicchio and Cognola 2018: 84) 

 

An exception to this generalization is Brazilian Portuguese, where narrow-focus subject inversion is 

perfectly natural with an unaccusative verb such as cair ‘fall’ (29A), but a cleft would be preferred with 

other verb types as with the transitive verb ver ‘see’ (30A2) (from Kato and Martins 2016: 26): 

 

(29)   Q:  Quem  caiu? (Pt.) 

who   fell 

‘Who fell?’ 

A:  Caiu  uma  criança. (EuPt./BrPt.) 

fell  a    child 

‘A child fell.’ 

 
6 In French narrow-focus subject inversion is only possible in highly specific contexts. This type of subject 

inversion is called elaborative inversion in Marandin (2010), the focus VS in Lahousse (2006, 2011) and inversion 

via permutation in Marandin (2011). In support of their narrow-focus status, Marandin (2011: 332) shows that 

sentences with this type of inversion are judged as appropriate in answers to questions.  
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(30)  Q:   Quem  foi  que viu  un gato? (Pt.) 

who   was that saw a  cat 

‘Who saw a cat?’ 

A1:  Viu uma  criança. (EuPt./ *BrPt) 

saw a    child 

A2:  (Foi) uma  criança. (EuPt./BrPt.) 

was  a    child 

‘It was a child.’ 

 

A further controversial issue concerning narrow-focus subject inversion has to be with the actual 

position of the postverbal focus. The postverbal focus position is generally described as sentence final 

(see, e.g., Contreras 1976, 1991, Zubizarreta 1998, 1999). In many studies, moreover, the postverbal 

focus appears adjacent to the verb. When the subject undergoes PoF, any element that would normally 

occur in a postverbal position in the unmarked order (e.g. a direct or indirect object) is dislocated, so 

that the focus constituent is adjacent to the verb. This requirement, however, is subject to variation across 

Romance: it is stronger in Catalan and in Italian,7 but is weaker or even absent in Spanish, in European 

(but not Brazilian) Portuguese, and in Romanian, where the order VOS, with narrow focus on the 

subject, is possible even if the object is part of the presupposition together with the verb (Belletti and 

Shlonsky 1995, Belletti 2001, Zubizarreta 1998, 1999, Costa 2004, López 2009, Leonetti 2010, 2017, 

Sheehan 2010, Kato and Martins 2016, Lobo and Martins 2017):  

 

(31)   Q:   Chi ha rotto il vaso? (It.) 

         who has broken the vase 

         ‘Who broke the vase?’ 

A1:  L’ha     rotto   Maria, il   vaso. 

    it.ACC-has broken Maria  the  vase 

A2: ?? Ha rotto   il   vaso  Maria. 

    has broken the  vase  Maria 

    ‘Maria broke it.’ 

 

(32)   Q:   Cine  a    venit  acasă? (Ro.) 

         who  has  come  home 

         ‘Who came home?’ 

A:   A  venit acasă  mama. 

has come home  mother-the 

‘Mum came home.’ 

(Lobo and Martins 2017: 38) 

 

The syntactically marked nature of PoF is evident with subject inversion, but is not as obvious in the 

case of a focal direct object or any other constituent that would independently occur clause-finally. In 

the latter case, the narrow-focus configuration may be treated as an instance of focus in situ. Zubizarreta 

(1998: 21) considers SVOXP, where the focus constituent is not sentence final, agrammatical in Spanish 

and in Italian, but grammatical in French, showing once again that focus in situ is in fact only possible 

in non-null subject languages, not only with subjects but also with objects. These judgements are 

however controversial. As shown by Dufter and Gabriel (2016), a reordering of the postverbal 

constituents is admitted in clauses with a ditransitive verb when the direct object is in focus, yielding a 

reversal of the unmarked order of direct and the indirect objects (see also Domínguez 2002). In this case, 

French patterns with the other Romance languages:  

 

(33)   a.  Vaig  posar   [ tots els  llibres]Focus  sobre la  taula.  (Cat.) 

 
7 VOS is not invariably excluded in Italian, but seems to be subject to a definiteness restriction (see Belletti and 

Shlonsky 1995, Pinto 1997), as well as to variation of acceptability among native speakers. The same order 

becomes more acceptable when the focalized subject bears contrastive focus (Calabrese 1992). On the VOS order 

in Romance from a comparative perspective, see also Lahousse and Lamiroy (2012) and Leonetti (2017). 
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        go.1SG put.INF   all  the  books     on   the  table 

b.  Vaig  posar  sobre la  taula [tots  el  libres.]Focus  

go.1SG put.INF on   the  table   all   the  books 

(Dufter and Gabriel (2016: 432) 

‘I put all the books on the table.’ 

 

(34)   a.  Il  a   offert  [un livre]F  à  son frère.  (Fr.) 

        he has offered  a  book  to his  brother 

b.  Il  a   offert à   son   frère   [un livre.]Focus  

        he has to   his  brother offered  a  book 

‘He gave a book to his brother.’ 

(Dufter and Gabriel (2016: 432) 

 

These data suggest that the position targeted by PoF does not necessarily coincide with the in-situ 

position. Despite being both grammatical, it is however still open to debate whether the two options in 

(33) and (34) are equally felicitous, or whether one is preferred over the other. Moreover, as with other 

focus structures, variation may well be at play across Romance.  

As will be discussed in the next section, an interpretative property typically associated with FF in 

Romance is contrast. However, some Romance varieties such as French and some northern Italian 

dialects also have a strong preference for PoF in contrastive contexts (Paoli 2003, Lambrecht 1994, 

2001, Cruschina 2012a: 97).8 It is generally assumed that clefts do not simply encode a plain information 

focus, but convey an exhaustive or contrastive interpretation (see Lambrecht 2001, De Cesare 2017; cf. 

Chapter 103).9 However, the French examples (cf. (26) above) show that in this language cleft sentences 

can also be used for information focus, although limited to focal subjects.  

 

 

4.2. Focus Fronting (FF) 

FF is a further construction available in Romance to mark narrow-focus structure. Given that it 

instantiates a marked configuration that depends on the information structure of the sentence and on the 

dynamics of the discourse, FF is typical of the colloquial and spoken language and is therefore less often 

found in narrative texts.10 An example of FF with a contrastive or corrective focus is given in (35): 

 

(35)   Cu  tren-ul  merg  la mare,   nu  cu maşina. (Ro.) 

by  train-the go.1sg to seaside  not  by car-the 

‘It is by train that I go to the seaside, not by car.’ 

(Zafiu 2013: 575) 

 

In this sentence, the instrumental prepositional phrase appears in a position different from that in which 

it would normally occur, i.e. to the right of the verb. This special displacement is also marked 

prosodically, in that the fronted focal constituent (cu trenul) bears the NPA of the sentence, as is typical 

of narrow focus. It is thus evident then that FF is a construction that is both syntactically and prosodically 

marked. Most studies on Romance FF have concentrated on the syntactic differences between FF and 

left dislocation of topics, showing that, unlike with dislocated topics, there can only be one focus per 

sentence, foci are incompatible with resumptive clitics and cannot co-occur with wh-phrases (see Cinque 

1990, Rizzi 1997; see also Cruschina and Remberger 2017 for an overview). Moreover, subordinate 

clauses with a structurally reduced left periphery, such as subject clauses, if-clauses and infinitival 

control clauses, can only host topics but not (contrastive) foci (Haegeman 2012). 

 
8 It should also be noted that clefts can be used contrastively not only in French but in most Romance languages, 

and that in Romanian clefts are not available irrespective of the interpretation.   
9 Exhaustivity is also the pragmatically ‘normal’ interpretation of information focus in Romance, but in answers 

to questions this interpretive import is weaker than in clefts and with FF in Hungarian (Frascarelli 2000, Brunetti 

2004, Cruschina 2021).  
10 The left peripheral focus position was apparently more freely available in Latin and in medieval Romance: even 

though for obvious reasons it is difficult to define its precise interpretive properties, sentence-initial focus does not 

appear to be limited to specific subtypes of focus (see, among others, Vanelli 1999, Salvi 2004, Benincà 2006, 

Devine and Stephens 2006, Poletto 2014). 
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On the theoretical side, special attention has been paid to the mechanism that triggers FF in 

Romance, attributing a crucial role to syntax, prosody, or the interfaces depending on the specific 

approach adopted. Three main approaches to FF, and to focus in general, dominate the specialist 

literature:  

(i) FF is triggered by an active syntactic feature (e.g. Jackendoff 1972, Rizzi 1997); 

(ii) FF is determined by prosodic requirements (e.g. Zubizarreta 1998, Reinhart 2006, Szendrői 

2001, 2003, Samek-Lodovici 2015); 

(iii) FF is licensed at the interface as a strategy to disambiguate the domain of focus (e.g., Neeleman 

and van de Koot 2008; see also Horvath 2010). 

Less attention has been paid to the precise interpretive properties associated with FF until quite recently. 

As we saw in the previous section, in question-answer contexts, information focus is typically realized 

in a postverbal position through PoF. By contrast, FF does not readily occur in answers to questions, but 

depends on the presence of additional or concomitant requirements. Since the semantics of focus, and 

thus the generation of a set of alternatives, concern all instances of narrow focus, irrespective of the 

subtype and of the position in which it surfaces, the (narrow) focal status of a constituent cannot be 

viewed as a sufficient condition for triggering FF. What, then, are the additional or concomitant 

requirements that license FF and that inherently associates with this configuration? As mentioned, a 

long-standing view is that in Romance, FF marks contrastive or corrective focus, whereby the focus 

constituent clearly contrasts with a salient alternative, which can be expressed in a negative tag (see 

Benincà 1988, Rizzi 1997, López 2009, Fábregas 2016, a.o.): 

 

(36) Una  tigre  abbiamo  visto, non un leone. (It.) 

 a  tiger   have.1PL  seen  not  a  lion 

 ‘We saw a tiger, not a lion.’ 

 

The contrastive function of focus fronting is well attested crosslinguistically (see, e.g., Givón 2001: Ch. 

15) and is indeed possible in most Romance varieties, to the extent that in several analyses contrast is 

considered to be a necessary requirement for FF to obtain (cf., e.g., López 2009). More precisely, it can 

be shown that the contrasting alternative must be salient in the preceding context, as is typical in 

corrective exchanges, where the clause with FF conveys a correction of a distinct alternative proposition 

already asserted in the context (e.g. ‘you saw a lion’). Hence, the more appropriate – and less ambiguous 

– label of corrective focus has been used for this subtype of focus (Bianchi and Bocci 2012, Bianchi et 

al. 2015).  

It is undoubtedly true that most Romance languages employ FF as a syntactic strategy to mark 

contrastive focus. However, two problems have been recently raised in connection to this generalization. 

The first problem has to do with the extension of this generalization: French, some northern Italian 

dialects, and European Portuguese seem to represent exceptions to this pattern, inasmuch as cleft 

sentences or PoF would be used in these languages to mark contrastive focus, on a par with information 

focus. On closer scrutiny, nevertheless, FF seems to be possible in French, at least in the colloquial 

language, both in contrastive and in non-contrastive contexts (Stempel 1981, De Cat 2007: 2–3). As for 

European Portuguese, a recent study shows that contrastive FF is not categorically rejected by all 

speakers, and that a degree of variation must be acknowledged between a group of speakers that accept 

it (44) and a group of speakers that judge it ungrammatical or marginal (Costa and Martins 2011). In 

contrast, contrastive FF seems to be generally available in Brazilian Portuguese (Mioto 2003, Kato and 

Ribeiro 2009, Kato and Martins 2016). 

The second problem concerns the precise interpretive value associated with this syntactic fronting 

construction. Recent work has highlighted that in many Romance varieties the contrastive value of the 

kind exemplified in (36) is not always necessary for FF to occur. This has been described for Romanian 

(Zafiu 2013, Giurgea 2016), Brazilian Portuguese (Kato and Raposo 1996), several southern Italian 

dialects (see, e.g., Ledgeway 2009a: 784–790, 2009b, Cruschina 2012a) and some northern ones (Paoli 

2010), Sardinian (Jones 1993, 2013, Remberger 2010, Mensching and Remberger 2010), and some 

varieties of Catalan (Vanrell and Fernández-Soriano 2013) and of Spanish (Gabriel 2010, Vanrell and 

Fernández-Soriano 2013, 2018, Uth 2014, Heidinger 2015, 2018, Jiménez-Fernández 2015a,b, Hoot 

2016, Sánchez Alvarado 2018, Cruschina 2019). FF has been judged as possible, in particular, with an 

‘emphatic’ interpretation conveying unexpectedness and surprise (Cruschina 2012, Brunetti 2009, Paoli 

2010): 
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(37) (Pensa      te!)  Una  tigre  abbiamo  visto! (It.) 

 think.IMPR.2SG you  a    tiger   have.1PL  seen 

 ‘(Guess what!) We saw a tiger!’ 

 

Drawing on the typological literature on the grammatical category of mirativity (DeLancey 1997, 

Aikhenvald 2004), this type of FF which is related to new information that is particularly surprising or 

unexpected has been named mirative fronting (Cruschina 2012a). Mirativity appears to be a recurrent 

interpretive trait of FF in Sicilian, but has also turned out to be a wide-spread interpretation associated 

with FF in Sardinian (Jones 2013) and other Romance varieties, including Italian (Cruschina 2012a, 

Bianchi et al. 2015, 2016), Romanian (Cruschina et al. 2015), and Spanish (Jiménez-Fernández 2015a,b, 

Cruschina 2019a). 

Authier and Haegeman (2019) explicitly argue that mirative FF is possible in French (see also cases 

of FF in the corpus-based studies by Abeillé, Godard and Sabio (2008, 2009): 

 

(38)   a.  Des   sauterelles   grillées   ils   mangent  dans  ce  pays.  (Fr.) 

some  grasshoppers grilled   they  eat      in   this country 

‘Grilled grasshoppers they eat in this country.’ 

(Authier and Haegeman 2019: 46) 

 

This French example show that, under the appropriate conditions mirative, FF can occur in out-of-the-

blue contexts (see Bianchi et al. 2016). The articulation of the sentence into a focus expression and a 

(given) presupposition derivable from the context – which is typical of information focus, for example 

– can be missing with mirative focus. Nonetheless, mirative focus is a subtype of narrow focus that is 

prosodically marked as the most prominent constituent in the sentence and that gives rise to a set of 

alternatives. The set of alternatives includes propositions which only differ with respect to the value of 

the fronted expression and which are ordered along a scale of unlikelihood or unexpectedness: this is at 

the basis of the speaker’s evaluation of the event as surprising or unexpected (see Bianchi et al. 2015, 

2016). 

What still remains controversial is the acceptability of FF with information focus and the extent of 

this acceptability. As mentioned above (§ 4.1), FF of information focus is generally considered 

infelicitous or completely ungrammatical, but some scholars have more recently reported different views 

and data (see Kato and Raposo 1996, Brunetti 2004, Gabriel 2010, Cruschina 2012a, Hoot 2012, 2016, 

Jiménez-Fernández 2015a,b). A further complication in this respect is that, while contrastive or 

corrective focus is not possible in answers to questions, mirative focus is indeed possible, insofar as it 

conveys unexpected information which is also new. It is thus difficult to accurately control or detect for 

the presence or absence of mirative nuances in an answer to a wh-question that involves FF (see 

Cruschina 2021). 

I conclude this section with a brief note on the optionality of FF, which poses problems both on an 

empirical and on a theoretical level, and which constitutes a general open issue in Romance: all values 

and interpretations associated with FF in a given variety appear to be possible with postverbal 

focalization. In other words, even when it is associated with a mirative or a corrective interpretation, in 

Romance the focus constituent need not be fronted, but may undergod PoF. Different solutions have 

been proposed to the problem of the optionality of movement, which make different predictions 

depending on the framework and on the approach adopted (see Brunetti 2009, Gabriel 2010, Bianchi 

and Bocci 2012, and Bianchi 2019),  

 

4.3. Narrow Focus and Sentence Types 

Focus and focus structures have been predominately investigated with respect to declarative sentences. 

Beside declaratives, some attention has also been paid to the similarities and interaction between wh-

phrase and focus in wh-questions, in which however the focus structure is more rigid than in 

declaratives. The wh-phrase in interrogative sentences is fronted in all Romance varieties, although it 
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can stay in situ in some languages such as French and Portuguese (see Cheng and Rooryck 2000, Ambar 

and Veloso 2001, a.o.).11 

The wh-phrase is typically considered to be the focus of the wh-question in which it occurs, and is 

therefore incompatible with a (further) narrow focus within the same sentence (Rizzi 1997, Shlonsky 

and Soare 2011), as illustrated in (39) and (40).12 The obligatory subject inversion that is found in wh-

questions in most Romance varieties (40) is structurally motivated and should not to be related to the 

information structure of the sentence (Leonetti 2018, Bianchi et al. 2017):13 

 

(39)   a. * Cui    un CD  i-ai           cumpărat  (, în loc  de un roman)?  (Ro.) 

who.DAT a  CD  him.DAT=have.2SG  bought    instead of a  novel 

     b. * Un  CD cui      i-ai          cumpărat  (, în loc  de un roman)? 

a  CD  who.DAT  him.DAT=have.2SG bought    instead of a  novel 

(Shlonsky and Soare 2011: 662) 

 

(40)   a.  Cui     i-a         cumpărat  Ion un  CD?  (Ro.) 

who.DAT  him.DAT=has  bought   Ion a   CD 

‘For whom did Ion buy a CD?’ 

b. * Cui    Ion i-a         cumpărat  un  CD? 

who.DAT Ion him.DAT=has  bought   a   CD 

(Shlonsky and Soare 2011: 662) 

 

A well-known exception to these generalizations is constituted by why-questions, which admit both a 

preverbal subject and a co-occurring narrow focus (see Rizzi 2001, Shlonsky and Soare 2011, Bocci et 

al. 2021). A great deal of variation characterizes the types and range of wh-elements that admit preverbal 

subjects in different dialects of Spanish (see Baković 1995, 1998 and Gutiérrez-Bravo 2005, 2008). 

Unlike wh-questions, different focus structures are possible in yes/no questions (Cruschina 2012a, 

Bocci and Pozzan 2014, Bocci and Cruschina 2018), which in this respect are rather more similar to 

declaratives than to wh-questions. In French, however, (pronominal) subject inversion in yes/no 

questions is grammatically grounded, using once again clefts to express narrow focus (see, e.g., Rowlett 

2007). Those Romance languages that admit FF in declaratives also allow it in yes/no questions with 

one important difference: contrastive/corrective FF is not possible because questions cannot be used to 

contrast or correct a previous question or assertion. This means that interrogative FF may only be used 

to simply seek new information (with information focus, cf. (41a)) or, more commonly, to emphasize 

that the new information sought is surprising and unexpected, as in (41b) (Bianchi and Cruschina 

2016):14 

 

(41)   a.  La  voi    s-au        întâmplat  toate astea?  (Ro.) 

at  you.PL REFL=have.3PL happened  all   these 

‘Is it (really) by you that all these things happened?’ 

  

b.  Marina hanno invitato?  (It.) 

    Marina have.3PL invited 

        ‘Did they (really) invite Marina?’ 

(Bianchi et al. 2016: (28)) 

 

Due to their possible emphatic import, declarative sentences with (mirative) FF have commonly be 

associated with exclamatives. In fact, they are not exclamatives proper, but (declarative) sentence 

exclamations, in the sense of Rett (2011) (see Cruschina, Giurgea and Remberger 2015). Like wh-

 
11 Building on the assumption that the wh-phrase represents the argument focus of an interrogative sentence, wh 

in situ has been syntactically analysed as an instance of PoF (Kato 2013). 
12 Indirect questions, by contrast, exhibit different properties (see Rizzi 2001, Bocci and Cruschina 2018).  
13 In French, wh-questions can take a wide range of forms, including subject inversion, which is however not 

obligatory. For an overview on the different types of inversion in French wh-questions, see Rowlett (2007: 199).  
14 In Sicilian and in Sardinian yes/no questions, FF of nominal or adjectival predicates (as well as of non-finite 

verbal predicates in Sardinian) sounds unmarked and is often preferred to the version with postverbal focus (Jones 

1993: 355, Cruschina 2012a: 61–64, Giurgea and Remberger 2012b).  
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questions, the focus structure of exclamatives is rather rigid and does not normally allow for an argument 

focus. Exceptions in this respect are however found, especially in Romanian, where FF is also possible 

in genuine exclamatives:  

 

(42)   Frumosă  maşină  şi-a              mai  cumpărat! (Ro.) 

   Beautiful  car     CL.REFL.DAT-have.3SG  more bought 

   ‘What a beautiful car s/he bought!’/ ‘Is it beautiful, the car s/he bought!’ 

   (Cruschina et al. 2015: 2, 9) 

 

In this example, what is surprising is not the denotation of the focal constituent, but the degree of a 

property. This is why this type of exclamative FF is restricted to scalar elements (adverbs or adjectives 

followed by a noun). In other Romance languages, by contrast, exclamative FF seems to be limited to a 

small number of evaluative adjectives (e.g. Spanish bonito ‘pretty’, menudo ‘small, trivial’, valiente 

‘brave, great’) or to special exclamative particles (e.g. Spanish vaya) followed by a noun (Hernanz 2001, 

Andueza 2011, Escandell-Vidal and Leonetti 2014, Tirado Camarena 2016): 

 

(43)   a .  ¡Bonita  fiesta  me  organizaste!  (Sp.) 

            nice    party  me  organized.2SG 

          ‘What a nice party you organized for me!’ 

(Andueza 2011: 128) 

 

     b.  ¡Vaya     coche  (que) te     has     comprado!  (Sp.) 

wow/damn  car    that  you.DAT have.2SG  bought 

        ‘What a car you bought!’ 

(Tirado Camarena 2016: 463) 

 

Further research is however needed in order to establish whether this type of fronting is actually related 

to information structure and whether the Spanish structures are fully or partially similar to those of 

Romanian. 

 

 

5. Association with Focus and Focus Particles 

From a semantic viewpoint, focus is generally thought not to have an impact on the truth conditions of 

the sentence, a behaviour that it shares with all other information structural aspects of utterances (see 

Hinterwimmer 2011). Focus is thus analysed as a pragmatic phenomenon, indicating that the asserted 

proposition stands in a relationship with other alternative propositions. This has to do with how 

information is presented and packaged in the discourse, that is, with information structure. However, 

the well-studied phenomenon of ‘association with focus’, including focus-sensitive particles like only, 

also, even, is known to affect the truth conditions and the content of the expressed proposition (Rooth 

1985, 1992, König 1991, Krifka 2006):  

 

(Sp.) 

(44)  a. Marta  sólo  invitó  a   sus  padres [a la  obra]Focus , no  a  la  cena   de después. 

      Marta  only  invited ACC her  parents  to the  opera    not  to the  dinner  of after 

    b. Marta  sólo  invitó  [a  sus  padres]Focus  a  la  obra , no  a   sus  hermanos. 

Marta  only  invited ACC her  parents    to the  opera not  ACC her  brothers 

    c. Marta  sólo  [invitó a   sus  padres  a  la  obra]Focus , no  hizo nada    más. 

Marta  only  invited ACC her  parents  to the  opera     not  did  nothing  more. 

      (Gutiérrez-González 2011: 47) 

 

The sentences in (44) are true under different conditions, precisely because of the difference with respect 

to the constituent that counts as focal and with which the particle only is associated, as explicitly 

indicated by the respective following continuation.  

A variety of formal approaches and theories on focus particles exists, but they all resort to the notion 

of alternatives and thus share the view that these elements are sensitive to the focus-background 
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dichotomy of the sentence and semantically act as focus-binding operators. The different focus particles 

are defined according to how they interact with the set of alternatives generated by focus. We can, for 

instance, distinguish between additive particles such as also and restrictive or exclusive particles like 

only (45a,b). Other focus particles such as even and its equivalent forms in Romance additionally 

perform a contrast on a scale of likelihood, hence the label scalar particles (45c,d): 

 

(45)   a.  Stella aime aussi / seulement les  serpents.  (Fr.) 

b.  Stella ama  anche / solo     i   serpenti.  (It.) 

    Stella loves also   only     the  snakes 

    ‘Stella also/only likes snakes.’ 

c.  Stella aime même          les  serpents.  (Fr.) 

d.  Stella ama  perfino/addirittura  i   serpenti.  (It.) 

   Stella loves even           the  snakes 

    ‘Stella even likes snakes.’ 

(De Cesare 2015: 63) 

 

The range of elements that could be considered as part of the category focus particles is rather large, 

also including quantificational adverbs, negation, and modal verbs that interact with focus, and different 

labels have been used in the literature to refer to some of them: focusing adjuncts, focus adverbs, 

focusing modifiers or focalizers (see De Cesare 2015 for detailed inventories). The association with 

focus, however, is not always the same. Beaver and Clark (2008) assume that there are three degrees of 

association between focus with semantic operators: quasi-association with focus (e.g. negation and other 

non-veridical operators), free association with focus (e.g. with operators such as always which perform 

quantification over an implicit domain), and conventional associations with focus, which include 

exclusive, additive, and scalar particles. Only the latter type instantiates a real association with focus, 

that is, a semantically grammaticalized and conventionalized dependency.  

Crosslinguistic differences between focus particles have already been pointed out in the literature, 

in particular in Germanic languages (starting from König 1991). As for Romance, the fine-grained 

properties of focus particles have not yet been investigated systematically on a comparative level. It has 

been shown that significant differences emerge syntactically, with respect to the position of these 

particles within the sentence and to their adjacency to the associate. These differences depend not only 

on the given language, but also on the individual focus particle. 

In general, focus particles, like adverbs, can occur in different positions of the clause, but not all 

positions are possible, and in some positions – especially at the start of the clause – the same elements 

may no longer function as focus particles, but rather as discourse connectives (see Andorno 2000, De 

Cesare 2015, Charolles and Lamiroy 2007). In French, for example, the additive focus particle aussi can 

appear in five different positions of a SVO sentence (examples from Leray 2009: 209–210): 

 

(46)   [Pierre]Focus aussi boit   un café. (Fr.) 

Peter     also  drinks  a  coffee 

‘Also Pierre drinks a coffee.’ 

 

(47)   a.  Pierre  boit   aussi [un café]Focus . 

Pierre  drinks  also  a coffee 

‘Pierre drinks also a coffee.’ 

b.  [Pierre] Focus  boit   aussi un café. 

Pierre     drinks  also  a coffee 

‘Also Pierre drinks a coffee.’ 

 

(48)   a.  [Pierre]Focus  boit   un café   aussi. 

Pierre     drinks  a  coffee  also 

‘Also Pierre drinks a coffee.’ 

b.  Pierre   boit   [un café]Focus  aussi. 

Pierre  drinks  a   coffee    also 

‘Pierre drinks also a coffee.’ 
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(49)   [Pierre]Focus   aussi,   il   boit    un   café. 

Pierre      also    he  drinks   a    coffee 

‘Also Pierre drinks a coffee.’ 

 

(50)   Il  boit   un  café,   [Pierre]Focus aussi. 

he drinks  a   coffee  Pierre     also 

‘Also Pierre drinks a coffee.’ 

 

Only the subject can be the associate of the focus particle in (46), while in (47) and in (48) the focalized 

associate can be either the subject or the direct object. The focus particle can also be left- or right-

dislocated together with its associate, as shown in (49) and (50), respectively, but in this case only the 

dislocated constituent can be interpreted as focalized.  

Just like in English, in several Romance languages, certain focus particles need not be adjacent to 

the focus associate and typically occur in the same positions as adverbs. This is the case of persino in 

Italian: 

 

(51)   You could even leave her car at the airport for a week. 

 

(52)   Potresti      persino  lasciare  la  sua macchina  all’aeroporto per  una settimana. 

can.COND.2SG  even    leave   the  her  car      at-the airport for  a   week 

 

The English example (51) (discussed in König 1991: 18) and its Italian equivalent in (52) are 

ambiguous in that the focus particle even/persino can have scope over any phrase (the DP her car, the 

first PP at the airport, the second PP for a week, the entire VP, or even the single verb). In cases of 

ambiguity like this, the prosody of the sentence, and in particular the position of the NPA (the nuclear 

pitch accent), will help to disambiguate the scope relation between the focus particle and its associate in 

the spoken language (Avesani et al. 1995, Avesani 1999, Hirschberg and Avesani 2000, Frascarelli 2004 

for Italian). The behaviour of even can however be different in other Romance varieties, where focus 

particles can only occur in a position adjacent to their focus, such as Sicilian. In order to obtain different 

scope readings available in the Italian example (52), in Sicilian the focus particle is most naturally 

fronted together with the associate constituent (see Cruschina 2012a: 66 for the corresponding 

examples). Romanian exhibits a strong adjacency between doar/numai ‘only’ and its associate (Sava 

2014: 74). Similarly, the focus particle solo ‘only’ must be adjacent to its associate in Italian, but this 

requirement it is not always shared by the Spanish counterpart sólo (cf. (44) above).  

Another syntactic difference is the relative order between the focus particle and its associate. 

When adjacent to the focus, the particle typically precedes the focus associate, but may also follow it, 

especially if the focus constituent is fronted. Once again, this difference must be examined with respect 

the single focus particles and across the individual languages, but variation may also be found in relation 

to the same particle in closely-related Romance varieties, such as the Italian dialects investigated by 

Munaro (2013) (cf. also the French examples (46)-(50) above). Since they represent instances of narrow 

focus, focus particles and their associates commonly undergo FF, especially when connected with 

unexpected information (Brunetti 2009: § 4, Cruschina 2012a: 65–66, 123). 
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