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1. Introduction 

Although information structure (information packaging, functional sentence perspective, discourse
pragmatics, or informatics) has been studied for many years and from many angles, it remains a
subject of great debate. In recent years researchers have fallen into two principal schools of thought.
Under the more semantically oriented approach, information structure (IS) categories, such as focus,
are understood as quantificational elements which affect the propositional content of an utterance
(Rooth 1992; É. Kiss 1995; Erteschik-Shir 1997, and numerous works cited therein). On the other
hand, the “pragmatic” approach deals with how identical propositions receive a different formal
expression in accordance with the speaker’s assumptions about the addressee’s state of mind.
Understood in the latter way, IS serves to optimize the communication process, but is essentially
independent of the truth-conditional aspect of meaning (Chafe 1976; Prince 1981; Reinhart 1982;
Gundel 1988a; Vallduví 1992; Lambrecht 1994; McNally 1998, and references therein). This paper
intends to provide further evidence for the contention that IS in this second sense is an integral part of
grammar, working both in parallel and in competition with its other components (semantics and
syntax).

My analysis will raise some fundamental issues about the content of IS and its basic units. I
will argue that its commonly assumed binominal partition into topic-focus (theme-rheme, topic-
comment, focus-open proposition, or focus-presupposition) may sometimes be insufficient. In
particular, I hope to show that the IS relation of secondary topic can help us to describe IS in a more
systematic way. Secondary topic, although sometimes used in research on IS, has been subject to
rather little attention (for certain notable exceptions see Section 2.2). I will suggest some independent
criteria for identifying secondary topic based on its IS role and interaction with other IS relations.
Furthermore, I will show how secondary topic correlates with syntax and semantics. It should be
mentioned that my notion of secondary topic is functionally similar (though not completely identical,
see 2.2) to Vallduví’s ‘tail’ (Vallduví 1992, and other works). However, as noticed by McNally
(1998: 177), tail has never been identified with any positive overt marking in languages other than
Catalan, on which Vallduví’s original proposal is based. My analysis provides further grammatical
evidence for tail/secondary topic, and demonstrates that it receives a systematic syntactic expression
in at least one additional language.

I will mainly be referring to optional object agreement in Northern Ostyak.1 Section 2 outlines
the terminology relevant for the paper and the previous research on secondary topic. Section 3
demonstrates the systematic IS difference in Ostyak between the objects that trigger agreement and
the objects that do not. The latter bear the focus status and the former have some topical properties. In
Section 4 I argue that objects that trigger agreement bear the IS role of secondary topic; secondary
topic is defined as an element under the scope of the pragmatic presupposition such that the utterance
is construed to be about the relation that holds between it and the primary topic. In Section 5 I 
discuss some further syntactic and semantic implications of this analysis. Section 6 draws general
conclusion.

2. Basic notions

2.1. Information structure

Lambrecht (1994) has proposed that IS mediates between sentence meaning and form by creating a
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pragmatically structured proposition. The pragmatic structure of a proposition reflects the speaker’s
assumptions about an addressee’s state of knowledge at the time of an utterance, and also about the
representations of discourse referents in the addressee’s mind. Assumptions of the first type motivate the
structuring of a proposition into pragmatic presupposition and pragmatic assertion. After Kempson
(1975), I will understand PRAGMATIC PRESUPPOSITION as a set of propositions which the speaker assumes
the addressee knows at the time of the utterance (also Lambrecht 1994; Dryer 1996, and references
therein). Two provisos are in order here. First, ‘to know’ the proposition should be understood in the
sense ‘to have a mental representation’ of it; no judgment is implied as to whether or not the proposition
is believed to be true. Second, the pragmatic structuring of the proposition is only relevant for linguistic
research if it affects the formal organization of the sentence. In other words, IS is only concerned with
those pragmatic presuppositions that have linguistic expression, that is, are evoked in one way or another
in the sentence (cf. Lambrecht 1994: 55). PRAGMATIC ASSERTION is defined as the proposition which the
addressee is expected to know as a result of hearing the sentence.

The distinction between pragmatic presupposition and pragmatic assertion is crucial because it
underlies the definitions of focus and topic adopted in this paper. These notions are not taken here to
denote the sentence elements associated with certain formal properties such as, for example, prosodic
prominence or linear position. Rather they are understood as RELATIONS that pertain to the organization
of the proposition into pragmatic presupposition and assertion. FOCUS is defined as “the semantic
component of a pragmatically structured proposition whereby the assertion differs from the
presupposition (Lambrecht 1994: 213).” Focus indicates that the relation between a referent of a
sentence element and the proposition is unpredictable for the addressee and therefore constitutes new
information conveyed by a sentence. The corresponding sentence elements will be referred as ‘focus’ as
well, but it should always be borne in mind that, strictly speaking, focality is not a property of a referent
as such but rather a relational category.

After Lambrecht (1994), I will further distinguish three types of focus structures, argument-
focus, predicate-focus, and sentence-focus. The ARGUMENT-FOCUS (or: narrow focus (Van Valin and
LaPolla 1997)) usually extends over one NP constituent. Operationally, it can be identified as a target of
a wh-question, for example:

(1) What is John drinking?
He is drinking BEER.

The function of the argument-focus is to provide the missing argument (beer) in a presupposed open
proposition (John is drinking X). The pragmatic assertion evoked in (1) can be represented as ‘X = beer’.
The second type of focus articulation, the PREDICATE-FOCUS (or: completive focus in Dik (1989: 277–
85)) serves to increase information about the topic referent.

(2) What is John doing? or: What about John?
He is drinking BEER.

The predicate-focus adds a predicate to a given argument (John in example (2)). The corresponding
pragmatic presupposition can roughly be represented as something like ‘John is doing X’, while the
pragmatic assertion is ‘X = is drinking beer’. In this type of utterances focus can extend over several
constituents which I will refer to as FOCUS DOMAIN,2 for example, over the VP is drinking beer in (2).
Since in this type the predicate is by definition part of the focus domain, in my subsequent analysis I will
only concentrate on non-predicate focus elements. One of the questions raised in this paper is whether
non-predicate constituents that enter the domain of the predicate-focus can be associated with the
pragmatic presupposition. Finally, the SENTENCE-FOCUS type (also: ‘presentational’, ‘all-new’ or ‘thetic’
sentences) is pragmatically unstructured in the sense that it lacks a pragmatic presupposition. The focus
domain extends over the whole proposition, cf.:

(3) What happened?
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JOHN died.

Following a long tradition (Kuno 1972; Dik 1989; Reinhart 1982; Gundel 1988a; Lambrecht
1994, and others), I define the TOPIC as whatever the proposition is about. This definition is based on the
pragmatic relation of ABOUTNESS (Strawson 1964; Reinhart 1982). The aboutness relation holds between
the referent of the topic expression and the proposition if the referent is assumed by the speaker to be a
center of current interest about which the assertion is made. As follows from this definition, topic falls
under the scope of the pragmatic presupposition. It stands in the aboutness relation to the proposition by
virtue of being salient enough for the addressee to consider it a potential center of predication, therefore
it carries the pragmatic presupposition of saliency (Lambrecht 1994: 54). There is no agreement on the
operational definition of topic for languages that do not mark it with a separate coding device. Gundel
(1988a) and Reinhart (1982) suggest the ‘what-about’, ‘as-for’ and ‘said-about’ tests for topichood in
English. Although these tests have been criticized, for example, in Vallduví (1992: 33), they seem to
work for at least some material and I will apply them in my further analysis.

Topic, like focus, is a conceptual notion characterized non-linguistically, but it may be associated
with a certain linguistic expression. After Lambrecht, I draw a crucial distinction between TOPIC
REFERENTS and TOPIC EXPRESSIONS. Topic referents are entities that stand in a topic relation to the
proposition; topic expressions are linguistic expressions specialized in designating topic referents.
Although a topic expression always denotes a topic (topic referent), the reverse is not true: topic is not
necessarily encoded as a topic expression. A major property of topic expressions is that they are
referential. As Strawson argues, if the topic is what a statement is assessed to be about, it must have
reference in the universe of discourse,3 because if it has no reference the statement cannot be evaluated
as true or false. This entails that non-specific NPs cannot function as topic expressions (Strawson 1964,
1974; Schachter 1976; McCawley 1976; Reinhart 1982; Gundel 1988a; Lambrecht 1994: 150–60). In
what follows the term ‘topic’ will be used with respect to topic referents.

The definitions of topic and focus given above make the following predictions. First, they imply
that topic-focus articulation is universal, except in topicless sentence-focus sentences. This is due to the
fact that all utterances express assertion in order to be informative and therefore have a focus, but
pragmatic presupposition and, therefore, topic may be absent (cf. Sgall, Haji�ová and Panevová 1986:
180; Lambrecht 1994: 236; Vallduví and Engdahl 1996: 9; McNally 1998). Second, since the relation
between focus and the proposition is unpredictable, the focus element must be overtly present in a
sentence. In contrast, topic as a presuppositional part of the proposition may correspond linguistically to
a referential null (null topic expression), although even in this case it is inherently present in its IS
interpretation (cf. Gundel 1985, 1988b). Third, topic and focus are two distinct notions and are
generally thought unable to correspond to the same element in a given sentence. However, a more
reasonable view is that topic and focus cannot be associated with the same sentence constituent only
if their domain extends exclusively over this constituent. Lambrecht (1994) has suggested that the
focus domain can include some topical elements. This point is of particular importance for my
analysis, and will be discussed in more detail later.

I now turn to the second aspect of information structure, namely, the speaker’s assumptions
about the representations of discourse referents in the addressee’s mind. Since Chafe (1976) they are
often represented in terms of cognitive statuses. After Lambrecht (1994), I will distinguish two relevant
statuses, identifiability (or familiarity), and activation, which reflect two different cognitive states:
respectively ‘knowing’ the referent, and keeping it activated in consciousness. A referent is
IDENTIFIABLE/UNIDENTIFIABLE (or: ‘hearer-old/hearer-new’, in terms of Prince 1992) if the speaker
assumes that the addressee has (has not) a mental representation of it at the time of an utterance and
therefore is (is not) able to identify it uniquely. A referent is ACTIVATED/INACTIVATED (or: ‘discourse-
old/discourse-new’, in terms of Prince 1981, 1992) if the speaker assumes its mental representation is
(is not) in the addressee’s current focus of consciousness.4 Although activation often correlates with
identifiability, this is not necessarily so. An inherently familiar NP, whose referent is identifiable from
the general knowledge of the world, like the sun, can be inactivated in the current consciousness of the
addressee at the time of an utterance. However, as Gundel, Hedberg, and Zacharski (1993) argue,
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activation necessarily implies identifiability.
Since identifiability will play virtually no role in my analysis, I will further concentrate on the

activation status and its interaction with the topic-focus articulation. Chafe (1987, 1994) makes a major
distinction between three degrees of activation: activated, inactivated, and semi-activated. Activated
elements are in a person’s current focus of consciousness because they are either mentioned in the
preceding discourse or inherently present in the situation of speech (cf. the ‘textually evoked’ and the
‘situationally evoked’ of Prince).5 An activated concept tends to be realized as an unstressed pronoun, an
anaphoric affix, or a zero anaphora (Givón 1983; Ariel 1988; Gundel, Hedberg and Zacharski 1993),
although it may be referred to by a lexical NP as well. Inactivated referents have not been mentioned in
the previous discourse and cannot be evoked from the situation, therefore are not currently in the
consciousness of the interlocutors. An inactivated concept is typically realized as a full NP associated
with prosodic prominence (Chafe 1976: 3; Van Valin and LaPolla 1997: 204).6

The third activation status is semi-activeness or inferability (Prince 1981, 1992; Gundel,
Hedberg and Zacharski 1993), cf. also ‘bridging inferences’ of Clark and Haviland (1977) and ‘indirect
anaphors’ of Erkü and Gundel (1987). According to Prince, INFERABLES is a category that is technically
inactivated, but can be identified by an addressee through its relationship to an activated element or to
another inferable. Referents of inferable expressions, although not present in the addressee’s current
consciousness, are pragmatically accessible and easier to activate than referents of non-inferable
inactivated elements. Various types of inferables are discussed in detail in Clark and Haviland (1977)
and Prince (1981). Typically, the addressee can infer the discourse existence of the referent of an
inferable via some independent logical or culture-based assumptions. Example (4) is taken from Prince
(1981).

(4) They have a house like this ... And usually she lets the door open but she didn’t this time.

In (4) the definite article in the door is conditioned by its inferable status. Although the referent of this
expression is inactivated, it can be inferred from a previously mentioned element, a house, based on our
general knowledge that houses normally have doors.

What is the relationship between the topic-focus partition and the activation status of a sentence
element? It has been suggested that the activation and the IS statuses are not completely independent
parameters; they interact in a quite predictable way. In particular, the organization of information in an
utterance obeys at least one principle based on the activation status, formulated as the ‘One Chunk per
Clause Principle’ (Givón 1984b: 258–63), the ‘One New Argument Constraint’ (Du Bois 1987), or the
‘One New Idea Constraint’ (Chafe 1987, 1994: 108–10).7 This principle imposes a limitation on the
maximum number of new elements that can be introduced per clause based on processing
considerations. It basically states that every clause in connected discourse has typically one inactivated
participant and it must fall under the scope of assertion, that is, be in focus. Thus, the One New Idea
Constraint states the correlation between the inactivated status of the sentence element and its property
of bearing the focus relation to the proposition. On the other hand, Dryer (1996) extensively argues that
non-focus corresponds to activated propositions, which also involve activated referents.

Thus, the non-focus status implies activation, and inactivation implies focus status. However,
this does not preclude a situation when an activated element is in focus. In other words, even if we
assume One New Idea Constraint, there is no one-to-one correspondence between the activation status
and the focus/non-focus status. The reason is that, as was stated above, topic and focus are informational
primitives which express the relation of the referent of a linguistic expression to the proposition.
However, they describe not the properties of the referent as such (its being mentioned in the discourse or
being in the current consciousness of the interlocutors), but the properties of the corresponding
information (its being asserted or presupposed). Although focus is widely believed to be associated with
new information, new information is not equated with inactivated referents. This point has been argued
by Lambrecht on the basis of examples such as the following (Lambrecht 1994: 211).

(5) a. Where did you go last night, to the movies or to the restaurant?
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b. We went TO THE RESTAURANT.

In (5b), although the referent of the NP the restaurant is unambiguously activated, it bears a focus
relation to the proposition. This is because the new information is not the referent of the NP the
restaurant itself but the fact that this NP satisfies the variable in the open-proposition we went to X. This
indicates that the correlation between the activation and the IS status is not absolute. Although an
inactivated referent necessarily involves the focus status of the corresponding constituent, activated
elements can be either in focus or not (see also Gundel 1985; Prince 1986; Lambrecht 1994: 262; Dryer
1996: 496).

It is important to observe that the properties of inactivated focus elements differ in argument-
focus and predicate-focus structures. Contrary to Lambrecht’s account, I believe that in argument-focus
structures the focus element is inactivated only if it is contrastive, as in (5). Some studies (Rochemont
1986; Herring 1990; Gundel 1999) have suggested that contrastiveness necessarily involves the focus
status of the corresponding element, so that the contrastive focus forms a special subtype of focus. I will
follow a different approach here and assume that contrastiveness is an additional feature in the
semantico-pragmatic structure of the sentence orthogonal to the topic-focus articulation (cf. Chafe 1976;
Givón 1990: 699; Lambrecht 1994; Vallduví and Vilkuna 1998: 86–7). This is supported among other
reasons by the fact that topic, defined as above, can be contrastive (Lambrecht 1994: 291–5). Under this
approach, contrast is understood either as an operator-like element (Vallduví and Vilkuna), or as an
implicature that generates a virtual set of semantically similar alternatives, so that the contrastive
element is opposed to these alternatives by virtue of participation in a given proposition (Chafe).
Argument-focus can be non-contrastive, as in (1), in which case it is arguably inactivated in accordance
with the One New Idea Constraint. However, argument-focus serves to provide a missing argument for
an open proposition, and this may happen under contrast. A contrastive element is chosen from an
explicit or implicit set of alternatives; therefore it may be activated if the relevant set is activated, as in
(5). So if the argument-focus triggers a strong contrastive implicature its activation status is irrelevant; it
can be activated, inactivated, or inferable (cf. Chafe 1976, 1994; Rochemont 1986; Givón 1990).8

As for predicate-focus, let us consider the following simple piece of discourse.

(6) Once upon a time there was a little girl. Once she went to the forest. She met an ugly old
man there. She talked to him.  

Under the approach I take here, all the sentences in (6), except the first, involve the predicate-focus
structure; their function is to predicate information about the topic (little girl). The focus domain is the
whole sentence minus the topical pronoun she. Although the unaccented pronouns there and him are part
of the focus domain, they correspond to activated referents. This suggests that in the predicate-focus
structures activated elements can occur within the focus domain (cf. Lambrecht 1994: 250). However,
they are never the only elements there. For the utterance to be informative, the focus domain must also
include either the predicate alone (talked as in she talked to him) or the predicate and inactivated NPs
(met an ugly old man as in she met an ugly old man there).

To sum up, argument-focus can be either inactivated or activated, and in the latter case it is likely
to have a contrastive interpretation. Predicate-focus domain may (although it need not) include activated
elements. Inactivated elements must be associated with focus in accordance with the One New Idea
Constraint.

2.2. The notion of secondary topic

The main problem addressed in this paper is the possibility of multiple topics, topic being defined as an
element pragmatically presupposed to be salient enough for the utterance to be construed about it. Some
studies that adopt a very similar definition of topic have explicitly argued for topic uniqueness, for
example, Reinhart (1982). This seems to follow from Reinhart’s understanding of topic as an “address”
under which the information is stored or classified in the interlocutor’s mental file. She uses the idea of
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the context set, that is, the set of propositions taken for granted by the interlocutors at the time of an
utterance. The context set is metaphorically described as the file which consists of indexed cards
representing existing discourse referents, while utterances are conceived as a set of instructions to an
addressee to update the file. Each card has a heading (a topic). New assertions added to the context set
are classified by their topics; they enter information pertaining to the relevant topic on the card with the
respective heading. Since topic determines under which entry the proposition is entered into the context
set, it is indeed tempting to think that each proposition has a unique topic that unambiguously signals its
address.

On the other hand, Lambrecht (1994: 150) notices that the topic uniqueness claim is neither
justifiable on pragmatic grounds nor supported by grammatical arguments. Nothing in principle prevents
an utterance from having several topics that are equally under discussion, so that the utterance
simultaneously increases the addressee’s knowledge about several referents. As far as I can see, even
under the file-card approach there is no a priori reason why new information cannot be added under two
(or possibly more) different entries. In fact, Erteschik-Shir explicitly argues that two cards can be
licensed as potential topics (Erteschik-Shir 1997: 44). For example, the questions in (7a) ensure that
both cards for ‘John’ and ‘Mary’ are under discussion (“located on top of the file”). So in (7b) both the
subject and the object are available topics.

(7) a. What is the relationship between John and Mary?
How does John feel about Mary?

b. He LOVES her.

The possibility of multiple topics is suggested by a variety of grammatical evidence across
languages. It is important to consider that syntactically we may be dealing with two different structures
here. First, at least one of the topic expressions may have clause-external status. A clause-external topic
expression is not integrated syntactically into the clause structure, and the relation of its referent to the
clause is a matter of pragmatic construal only. Syntactic arguments for the extra-clausal status of the
external topic are presented in Aissen (1992) for Mayan languages. The external topic is base-generated
and adjoined to the maximal clause. Although it may be coindexed with a coreferential pronoun within
the clause, this is not necessary because the external topic position is not a landing site for movement. In
this it differs from the clause-internal topic which is shown to be in a Spec of C’ position and to bind a
coindexed trace within a clause. At least for one of the languages she is dealing with, Tz’utujil, Aissen
states that it has both external and internal topics, although she does not explain a functional difference
between them (if any) and examples of sentences with multiple topics are not cited. Co-occurrence of
clause-external and clause-internal topic expressions have long since been argued for in Chinese
linguistics. Following the earlier proposal of Huang, Tsao (1987a, 1987b, 1988) adopts the following
surface structure of the Chinese clause: [COMP [Topic1 [Topic2 …..]]]], where topics are assumed to be
either adjoined to S or dominated by S’, S’’, etc. Topic1 is not a constituent of the maximal clause, while
Topic2 is clause-internal but has a non-canonical position accounted for by the rule of topic-movement.
According to Tsao, the Topic2 position can accommodate fronted objects, the second nominals in a
double subject construction, and some preverbal adverbials. The structure in fact allows for more than
two topics, cf. the following example from Huang (1998: 62).

(8) [Zhangsan [neixie ren [lian yige [ta dou bu renshi]]]]
Zhangsan those   man every one he  all not know
As for Zhangsan, of those men, he does not know a single one.

Lambrecht (1994: 192–4), referring to spoken English, German, and French, presents further arguments
indicating that detached topic NPs are not constituents of the clause.

The external and internal topics often have different functions, as already suggested in Chafe
(1976: 50–1). Since Chafe (1976) and Li and Thompson (1976), clause-external topics are characterized
as expressions setting “a spatial, temporal or individual framework within which the main predication
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holds.” For this reason they tend to correspond to adverbials, cf. the analysis of clause-initial adverbial
expressions in English as multiple topics in Culicover (1996). In contrast, clause-internal topics are
typically “aboutness” topics in the sense mentioned above. The referent of the “aboutness” topic is
indispensable for the conveyed event, therefore the corresponding NP plays an argument role in the
proposition. Thus, under the definition of topic adopted in this paper, the co-occurrence of clause-
internal and scene-setting clause-external topics does not really contradict Reinhart’s claim on topic
uniqueness. 

I will therefore turn to the second type of multiple topic constructions, namely, multiple
clause-internal (argument) topics, which have received considerably less attention in the literature.
The present paper deals only with this type. The term “secondary clausal topic” itself originates, as far
as I know, from Givón (1979, 1984a, 1984b: 168–71, 1995: 379). However, Givón’s topicality is very
different from the presuppositional approach I employ here. As stated in 2.1, I understand topic as a
referent under the scope of pragmatic presupposition. For Givón, topicality is rather a relative
property that characterizes all referential NPs within a clause and is “measured” in terms of referential
accessibility and thematic importance (Givón 1990: 901–8). Therefore the primary and the secondary
topic have essentially the same properties but to different degrees; the primary topic is more
important, continuous and recurrent than the secondary topic. Next, in Givón’s conception, the
primary topic tends to be encoded cross-linguistically as a subject, while the secondary topic tends to
be encoded as a direct object (cf. also Sasse 1984; Croft 1991). In some languages secondary
topicalization triggers the promotion, by whatever grammatical means, of arguments other than
patient/theme to the direct object role. In this case the secondary topic function is grammaticalized as
the grammatical relation of the direct object in the same way as the subject is typically a result of the
grammaticalization of the primary topic. Semantic roles have a different accessibility to the direct
object (secondary topic) function, which is reflected in the following hierarchy:

(9)  DAT/BEN > P > LOC > INSTR > other

If a language does not have any mechanisms for object-promotion, it does not encode the secondary
topic grammatically. Since a sizable number of languages in fact do not, Givón further claims that
secondary topic is infrequent in human discourse for processing reasons. Under my approach, this
claim, even if it is essentially correct, does not follow from the fact that not all languages have a
grammaticalized expression for the secondary topic function. If topicality is defined on referents rather
than on linguistic expressions, it is not a priori constrained to be encoded in one particular fashion or
another.

A presuppositional account of secondary topic has been suggested for unaccented non-subject
pronouns in English (Lambrecht 1994: 148–9; Erteschik-Shir 1997, where the term “subordinate topic”
is used instead). Consider (10).

(10) a. Whatever became of John?
b. He married Rosa,
c. but he didn’t really love her. (Lambrecht 1994: 148)

In (10b) the subject is topical, while the object (Rosa) does not carry a pragmatic presupposition and is a
part of the focus domain. In (10c) the situation is different: although it is construed primarily as
information about John, it also increases the addressee’s knowledge about Rosa, namely, the fact that
she was not loved by John. Both Rosa and John are pragmatically presupposed and equally under
discussion in (10c), so the corresponding NPs are characterized as topics. This does not preclude the fact
that, as hinted by Givón, multiple topics may be ordered with respect to their pragmatic saliency; in
(10c) John is clearly a more salient participant than Rosa. Another example of argument secondary topic
is the recipient and the causee in double object constructions, as analyzed by Polinsky (1994, 1998).
Since, like the primary topic, the secondary topic is under discussion at the time of the utterance, it is
expected to carry the pragmatic presupposition of existence. Polinsky extensively argues that the
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existence of the recipient/causee argument does not require assertion in the sentence where it appears.
This contrasts with prototypical properties of the patient whose existence is not presupposed prior to the
event in question. The semantic difference translates into IS asymmetry in that the patient is more likely
to be interpreted as focus and the recipient/causee as the secondary topic.

As Lambrecht further argues, argument topics can be expected to stand in a certain relation to
each other. “A sentence containing two (or more) topics, in addition to conveying information about the
topic referents, conveys information about the relation that holds between them as arguments in the
proposition (Lambrecht 1994: 148).” This relation is established before the relevant sentence is uttered,
in the example above by (10b), and constitutes a subset of the presupposed information associated with
(10c). The new assertion in (10c) is meant to update the addressee’s knowledge about this relation. Such
an understanding of secondary topic stands in agreement with Givón’s grammaticalization analysis.
The patient/theme argument is notoriously difficult to define in semantic terms; basically it
corresponds to the second participant of the event whatever its role in it may be. If the utterance with
multiple topics has at least two participants (the primary and the secondary topic) and is construed to be
about the relationship that holds between them, the linguistic expression specialized on the encoding of
the patient/theme (the direct object) is likely to be grammaticalized as the expression of the secondary
topic.

The secondary topic understood as above is somewhat functionally similar to Vallduví’s notion
of ‘tail’9 (Vallduví 1992; Engdahl and Vallduví 1996). Vallduví basically follows Reinhart’s suggestion
that topic (‘link’, in his terms) serves to indicate under which address in the addressee’s knowledge store
the new information carried by the sentence is to be entered. The role of link is to establish the locus of
updating the information. Tail, on the other hand, indicates a more specific way of how the information
is added to the given address. It directs attention to an entry which is already present on the card headed
by link. The IS instruction for identifying the tail (X) is ‘Go to entry X under given address’ where the
address is specified by the primary topic (link). This ensures that link and tail stand in a certain
presupposed relation, just as was argued above for the primary and the secondary topic. The new
assertion completes or alters the tail entry, and therefore updates information about the relation between
it and the link. For example, in (11) the entry broccoli (the tail) is already present on the card for the boss
(the link). The focus, indicated here with square brackets, substitutes for the blank in the boss _____
broccoli relationship.

(11) How does the boss feel about broccoli?
L’amo  [l’odia],  el bròquil
the.boss it.hates  the broccoli
The boss HATES broccoli. (Vallduví 1992: 74)

Crucially, in Catalan link and tail are strongly associated with linear positions. Tail is syntactically the
mirror image of link; link is left detached and tail is right detached. Vallduví argues that both slots are
clause-external. All the detached material corresponds either to link or tail, and conversely, in the
absence of detached constituents the structure is analyzed as “linkless” and “tailless”. The latter case is
illustrated in (12) where the presence of the clitic object pronoun is said to be due to non-informational
syntactic requirements.

(12) How does the boss feel about broccoli?
pro [l’odia]

it.hates
He HATES it. (Vallduví 1992: 74)

This analysis also predicts that the utterance can have several links if they are adjoined to the matrix
clause from the left.

(13) How does the boss feel about broccoli?
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De bròquil l’amo   [no en menja]
of  broccoli the.boss  no it eats
Broccoli the boss doesn’t eat. (Vallduví 1992: 50)

There is an important difference between Vallduví’s approach and mine. Given the
terminological distinction between topic referents and topic expressions drawn in the previous section, it
is clear that Vallduví’s link corresponds to topic expressions, rather than to topic referents (or simply
topics) in my terms. As mentioned above, topic is an IS primitive defined non-linguistically. A topical
referent is not necessarily encoded by a grammatically marked topical construction. In fact, an NP that
corresponds to topic may be omitted under coreference. The same reasoning applies to tail (secondary
topic). So although (12) has no detached constituents and therefore no link or tail in Vallduví’s sense,
under my approach it has a fully articulated ‘topic - secondary topic – focus’ structure where the topic
(the subject) is a zero pronoun and the secondary topic is expressed by a clitic. Furthermore, I fail to see
how (11), (12) and (13) differ in their IS, especially because they are provided with identical contexts. In
all three cases the new information conveyed by the utterance is the nature of the relationship between
the boss and broccoli, so, defined conceptually, in all these examples the former can be analyzed as the
primary topic and the latter as the secondary topic. What varies is their syntactic expression. Although in
all three cases the primary topic corresponds to a referential null within the clause and the secondary
topic to an object clitic, they are associated with different clause-external elements, as captured in
Vallduví’s analysis. In (11) the primary topic is expressed by the left detached element (link) and the
secondary topic is doubled by the right detached element (tail), while in (13) both detached constituents
are on the left periphery of the clause. Thus, under the approach adopted in this paper, the distinction
between (11), (12) and (13) should be made in morphosyntactic rather than in informational terms.

This paper heavily relies on Lambrecht’s and Polinsky’s insights. I will further elaborate on the
notion of secondary topic and its interaction with other IS relations, focus and primary topic. This is of
special importance since, as mentioned above, the difference between the primary and secondary
argument topics has been so far spelled out only in terms of their relative saliency. Another question
indirectly addressed in this paper is variation in the grammatical expression of the secondary topic
function. As was said above, secondary topic is defined conceptually, but some languages employ
specialized grammatical means for secondary topic expressions. In English, the secondary topic can be
expressed by unaccented non-subject pronouns. In the Romance languages, as demonstrated by
Vallduví’s analysis of Catalan and Lambrecht’s (1986) analysis of spoken French, secondary topic is
encoded by pronominal clitics which may be anaphorically related to clause-external expressions. As I
will argue in this paper, Ostyak has a syntactic device that unambiguously marks the secondary topic,
object agreement.

3. The information structure status of the object in Ostyak

3.1. Initial data

This section summarizes my previous proposal on Ostyak object agreement (Nikolaeva 1999). In Ostyak
transitive verbs may agree with the subject only, as in (14a). The direct object that does not trigger
agreement will be referred to as O1. In other cases, the direct object triggers an agreement affix on the
verb, as in (14b)–(14d); such objects will be referred to as O2. The object agreement affix precedes the
subject agreement affix and indicates the number of the direct object: null for Singular, -�il- for Dual,
and -l- for Plural objects. Thus, the subject agreement is obligatory and the object agreement is optional.
The choice of a subject agreement affix depends upon information from both the subject and the object,
for example, the 1SG subject marker is -∂m in (1a) and -em or -am in (14b)–(14d). This holds for the
whole paradigm. For this reason, I will gloss subject agreement markers on transitive verbs as O1 in the
clauses without object agreement and as O2 in the clauses with object agreement. The gloss for the null
Singular O2 object will be omitted in subsequent examples.



	


(14) a. ma tam kala� we:l-s-∂m
I this reindeer kill-PAST-1SG.O1
I killed this reindeer.

b. ma tam kala� we:l-s-∅-e:m
I this reindeer kill-PAST-SG-1SG.O2
I killed this reindeer.

c. ma tam kala� we:l-s∂-l-am
I this reindeer kill-PAST-PL-1SG.O2
I killed these reindeer.

d. ma tam kala� we:l-s∂-�il-am
I this reindeer kill-PAST-DU-1SG.O2
I killed these (two) reindeer.

O1 and O2 have a different syntactic status. As shown in Nikolaeva (1999), O2 shares certain
syntactic properties with the subject, namely, it controls coreference in the embedded clause and
reflexivization, and can trigger quantifier float and topicalization of the possessor. By contrast, O1 is
syntactically inert: it does not participate in any of these processes. A number of arguments were also
presented showing that O1 and O2 bear an identical argument status to the verb, and that clauses which
minimally differ by the presence/absence of object agreement convey an identical propositional content.

Contrary to traditional descriptions of Ostyak, which usually analyze O2 as definite and O1 as
indefinite (Honti 1984, and references therein), the notion of definiteness does not account for the facts
of object agreement. Indeed, as indicated by the contrast between (14a) and (14b), the definite object
modified by a demonstrative pronoun may or may not trigger agreement. Proper nouns and personal
pronouns, usually analyzed as definite, do not necessarily trigger agreement either (see examples below).
On the other hand, the indefinite object does not necessarily correspond to O1. So at present, we are left
with the conclusion that the difference in the syntactic properties of O1 and O2 is not motivated
semantically, at least not in any obvious way.

3.2. Arguments for the focus status of O1

There are several arguments for interpreting O1 as a focus object. Most importantly, in questions and
answers to the object, object agreement is absent.

(15) mati kala�  we:l-∂s / *we:l-s-∂lli? 
which reindeer kill-PAST.3SG.O1 / *kill-PAST-SG.3SG.O2
tam kala�  we:l-∂s / *we:l-s-∂lli
this reindeer kill-PAST.3SG.O1 / *kill-PAST-SG.3SG.O2
Which reindeer did he kill? He killed this reindeer.

Objects under the scope of the focus items such as ‘only’ or ‘even’, as well as contrastive objects,
never trigger agreement. This immediately qualifies O1 as an argument-focus object.

(16) a. luw mane:m jir-∂s / *jir-s-∂lli anta 
he I.ACC tie.down-3SG.O1 / *tie.down-PAST-3SG.O2 no
na�e:n
you.ACC
He tied me down, not you.

b. ma tup ij a:n il pa:j∂t-s-∂m / *pa:j∂t-s-e:m
I only one cup down drop-PAST-1SG.O1 / *drop-PAST-1SG.O2
I dropped only one cup.

Next, as has already been shown in Nikolaeva (1999), O1 cannot be omitted from the clause.



		

The contrast in (17) demonstrates that in transitive clauses without object agreement the object must be
overt, while in clauses with object agreement the object may be omitted under coreference.

(17) a. *ma  ∅  wa:n-s-∂m
I               see-PAST-1SG.O1
I saw something/it/him.

b. ma  ∅  wa:n-s-e:m
I            see-PAST-1SG.O2
I saw it/him.

I have argued in Section 2.1 that a focus referent stands in an unpredictable relation to a proposition. For
this reason a focus expression, unlike a topic expression, must be overtly present in the sentence. The
fact that O1 must be overt supports its analysis as focus.

An additional argument for the focus status of O1 comes from word order. There is abundant
cross-linguistic evidence that in SOV languages the focus element tends to be immediately preverbal
independent of its semantic and grammatical role (Kim 1988; É. Kiss 1995).�Ostyak is a fairly rigid
SOV language, and this constraint is operative in it as well. It can be most easily illustrated by wh-
question words, which are universally known to exhibit a strong syntactic and functional correlation
with argument-focus, as well as by the answers to these words. Examples (18) below demonstrate that
the wh-question word is always located strictly preverbally regardless of its grammatical function; in
(18a) the question word corresponds to the direct object, in (18b) to the locative adjunct, in (18c) to the
passive agent adjunct, and in (18d) to the indirect object.

(18) a. (*mola ) �a:wre:m-l-am mola we:r-l-∂t?
what child-PL-1SG what do-PRES-3PL.O1
What are my children doing?

b. (*xal�a) ma ja:j-e:m xal�a wu-l-e:m?
from.where I  brother-1SG from.where take-PRES-1SG.O2
Where shall I take my brother from?

c. (*xoj-na) tam a:n xoj-na tu:-s-a?
who-LOC this cup who-LOC take.away-PAST-3SG.PAS
Who took away this cup?

d. (*xoj e:lti) t�m a:n xoj e:lti ma-s-e:n?
who to    this cup who to give-PAST-2SG.O2
To whom did you give this cup?

The same applies to answers to wh-questions, as demonstrated by (19) construed as an answer to (18d).

(19) (*Juwan-a) tam a:n Juwan-a ma-s-e:m
John-LAT this      cup John-LAT  give-PAST-1SG.O2
I gave this cup to John.

Only one constituent can be placed in the focus position. A crucial piece of evidence for this comes from
multiple wh-questions, as shown by (37) where one of the wh-question words (xal�a ‘where’) is located
in the preverbal focus position, while another (xunsi ‘when’) is clause-initial.

(20) xunsi na� mu�i-luw (*xunsi) xal�a wa:nt-l∂-l-an?
when you we-ACC  when where see-PRES-PL-2SG.O2
When will you see us, and where?

Like focus NPs, O1 cannot be separated from the verb, as is illustrated in (21a).10 On the other hand,
(21b) shows that this does not hold for O2.
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(21) a. *Petra mo:jp∂r u:r-na wa:nt-∂s
Peter bear forest-LOC see-PAST.3SG.O1
Peter saw a bear in the forest.

b. Petra mo:jp∂r u:r-na wa:n-s∂-lli
Peter bear forest-LOC see-PAST.3SG.O2
Peter saw a bear in the forest.

These facts lead to the conclusion that O1 is associated with an argument-focus.

3.3. Arguments for topicality of O2

In the previous section I have argued that O1 can be interpreted as focus. This section intends to show
that O2 has some topical properties.

3.3.1. Existential presupposition

Since Strawson (1950, 1964), existential presupposition is associated with an entailment of existence
with regard to the referent. To put it differently, the NP that bears the presupposition of existence has a
non-empty reference. According to the definition given in Section 2.1, the pragmatic presupposition is a
set of propositions about which the speaker and the addressee have some shared knowledge. Combining
these approaches we can define the PRAGMATIC PRESUPPOSITION OF EXISTENCE as a proposition which
expresses the interlocutors’ shared belief that a nominal expression has a referent (cf. Prince 1978). This
should not be understood in the sense that the interlocutors actually believe in the existence of a referent
in the real world, but rather that they act linguistically as if they have such a belief. What is
presupposed by referential expressions is not actual existence, but the existence of the entities that are
spoken of, that is, their existence in the universe of discourse (cf. Karttunen 1976; Bonomi 1977; Clark
and Marshall 1981; Givón 1984b). The speaker assumes that, whether or not a presupposed referent
corresponds to a real entity, it has a representation in the mind of the addressee which can be evoked in a
given discourse. Only in this pragmatic sense is this referent assumed to pre-exist.

The pragmatic existential presupposition depends on the pragmatic role an NP plays in the
proposition (cf. Lambrecht 1994). Since it is part of the old information conveyed by the proposition, it
correlates highly with the non-focus status. As mentioned in 2.1, it is a necessary property of topic
expressions.11 Pre-existence of the topic is established through its status as a possible center of interest
or matter of concern in the conversation. Strictly speaking, what is presupposed is not the referent of a
topic expression but the fact that it plays a certain pragmatic role in the proposition, but this also entails
that the referent is presupposed to exist. Crucially, the O2 object is associated with a pragmatic
presupposition of existence established at least prior to the time of the utterance in which it appears.
This is confirmed, firstly, by the fact that O2 must be specific. Although the exact nature of the
phenomenon of specificity has been the subject of some debate (for the relevant discussion see
Jackendoff 1972; Ioup 1977; Enç 1991; and Diesing 1992), the important point which seems to be
commonly agreed is that a specific NP implies the existence of the discourse referent, whereas a non-
specific NP does not. The interlocutors do not assume that the latter has a referent in the universe of
discourse, or, more precisely, the speaker does not assume that the addressee has a mental representation
of its referent.12

In Ostyak, non-specific objects do not trigger agreement, as illustrated by the following
examples.

(22) a. ma li-ti pil xal�a kas-l-∂m? / *kas-l-e:m
I eat-PART companion how find-PRES-1SG.O1 / find-PRES-1SG.O2
Where shall I find a companion to eat with?

b. ma mu:tra xal�a u:�-l-∂m? / *u:�-l-e:m?



	�

I miracle   how know-PRES-1SG.O1 / know-PRES-1SG.O1
How may I know a miracle?

Examples (22) represent argument-focus structures where focus is associated with a non-object (xal�a
‘how’). In 3.2 I have argued that non-verbal focus elements must occupy the immediately preverbal
position which accommodates only one constituent. In (22) the objects bear a non-focus status and are
located outside the focus position. Crucially, the objects have a non-specific interpretation: their
existence in the universe of discourse is not implied. In fact, examples (22) convey the speaker’s belief
that a referent of the object NP does not exist. This analysis is supported by the usual specificity tests
involving existential and anaphoric contexts. The presence of the existential presupposition is
incompatible with the assertion of existence. As specific NPs establish a referent which is presupposed
to exist at least prior to the time of the utterance, only non-specifics are generally allowed to occur in
existential sentences asserting existence (Heringer 1969; Enç 1991: 14). The existential paraphrase of
(22a) is ungrammatical, as shown in (23a). Furthermore, non-specific NPs cannot be referred to by an
anaphoric pronoun in a present indicative clause (Karttunen 1976: 366). This is illustrated for Ostyak in
(23b).

(23) a. *ma kas-ti li-ti pil u:-l
I find-PART eat-PART companion be-3SG
There is a companion to eat with for me to find.

b. *ma li-ti pil xal�a  kas-l-∂m?
I eat-PART companion where find-PAST-1SG.O1
luw ta:ta ant u:-l
he here not be-PRES.3SG
Where shall I find a companion to eat with? He is not here.

Further, non-specific quantified expressions in the object role such as nobody or something do not
trigger object agreement.

(24) ma mola / ne:m∂ltit  an wa:n-s-∂m / *wa:n-s-e:m
I    what / nothing NEG see-PAST-1SG.O1 / *see-PAST-1SG.O2
I saw something / I didn’t see anything.

So non-specific objects in Ostyak are encoded as O1 even if they are non-focus.13 In other words, objects
that trigger agreement must be specific, that is, they are associated with the pragmatic presupposition of
existence.

One might expect to corroborate the presuppositional account for O2 by semantic facts. The
lexical semantics of the transitive verbs that co-occur with O1 and O2 correlates with the
presupposed/non-presupposed status of the object. It is immediately apparent from the corpus data that
O2 co-occurs with a considerably more varied group of verbs than O1. In my corpus (Pápay 1906–8)
there are 713 occurrences of an O1 distributed among 96 verbs, while 826 occurrences of O2 are
distributed among 220 verbs. The verbs that co-occur with O2 tend to be more complex semantically
than the verbs that co-occur with O1. Typically they inherently involve an instrument (for example,
re:sk- ‘hit’, e:w∂t- ‘cut’, jo:w∂lt- ‘shoot’) or another non-patient valence. Directional or locational
valence is frequently expressed by the verbal prefix that further specifies the meaning of the
corresponding non-prefixed verb, for example, wu- ‘take’ is mostly found with O1, while its prefixed
counterparts kim wu- ‘take out’ and nox wu- ‘take up’ typically co-occur with O2. The range of possible
meanings for the verbs that co-occur with O2 varies widely.

On the other hand, the verbs that co-occur most frequently with O1 have less complex
semantics and appear to belong mostly to the following groups:

(i) Creation verbs such as we:r- ‘build, make, sew’, kir- ‘harness (in the sense ‘create a
harness’), ka:w∂rt- ‘cook (a dish)’, al- ‘make (a fire), le:�at- ‘prepare, arrange’;
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(ii) Verbs of speech such as la:w- ‘say, tell’;
(iii) Perception verbs and verbs of discovery such as wa:nt- ‘see’, sijal- ‘notice’, xo:l- ‘hear’,

u:�’- ‘find, learn’, mo:�at- ‘find, meet’;
(iv) Possession and change of possession and/or location verbs such as taj- ‘have’, ma- ‘give’,

tu:- ‘bring’, wu- ‘take’, ak∂t- ‘gather’, kit- ‘send’.
These four groups exhibit a remarkable parallelism with what has been referred to as ‘low content
verbs’ in Chafe (1994: 110)14 or ‘definite-effect verbs’ in Szabolcsi (1986). According to Szabolcsi, a
major property of transitive definite-effect verbs is that they have the component EXIST in their semantic
interpretation and, under normal discourse conditions, are not compatible with definite objects. This is
because a definite noun is usually analyzed as falling under the scope of the existential operator, so the
application of the logical predicate of existence to definites would lead to tautology. The verbs in (i) and
(ii) are prototypical in this sense because the object does not exist prior to the described event, as follows
solely from their lexical semantics. These verbs either describe the physical creation of a new entity
(type (i)), or basically ‘create’ a new propositional object (type (ii)). I believe similar reasoning is valid
for the verbs in (iii)–(iv) as well, with the proviso that at least for some of them it is reasonable to speak
of pragmatic rather than “logical” existence. These verbs typically introduce a new participant into the
discourse, although this is a tendency, rather than a strict generalization. For example, in the situations
John found a dog and John has a dog, the object a dog exists independently of the described event.
However, it is unlikely to be evoked in the previous discourse, and so the interlocutors do not
pragmatically presume its independent existence at the time of the utterance.

The semantic difference between the verbs that co-occur with O1 and the verbs that co-occur
with O2 is confirmed by the fact that the meaning of some of them depends on the type of object they
are combined with. Compare the following pairs.

with O1 with O2
taj- ‘have’ ‘keep, hold’
ka:w∂rt- ‘cook (create a dish)’ ‘boil up, cook (a raw material)’
we:r- ‘make’ ‘repair’
wa:nt- ‘see (something new and unexpected)’‘observe, look at (a known object or situation)’
we:l- ‘kill, catch (while hunting)’ ‘kill (a person)’
kir- ‘harness (create a harness)’ ‘harness, put in a harness (a reindeer)’
u:�-  ‘learn, find’ ‘be acquainted, look for’

These pairs illustrate the difference between O1 and O2 with respect to independent existence. The
verbs we:r-, ka:w∂rt- and kir- demonstrate an alternation in meaning similar to what is sometimes
referred to as the ‘creation and transformation alternation’ in English (Levin 1993). With O1 they are
verbs of creation, while with O2 they describe the transformation of an already existing object. The
verbs wa:nt-, taj-, we:l- and u:�- introduce a new participant in the discourse when they co-occur with
O1, but their meaning with O2 is such that the object has typically been mentioned in the previous
context.

Overall, lexical semantic facts seem to support the idea that O2 is associated with the pragmatic
presupposition of existence. Under my approach, this indicates that O2 is a likely topic expression.

3.3.2. Activation

As discussed in 2.1, the concept of topic deals with the relation of the corresponding referent to a
proposition, while the activation status of a referent has to do with its temporary representation in the
mind of the interlocutors. These parameters are in principle different. However, topic by definition
serves as the center of the current interest. In order for the utterance to be assessed about the topic, the
latter must have certain activation properties (cf. Lambrecht 1994: 162–5). Activated expressions are the
most easily interpreted as topics.
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The data presented here show a strong correlation between O2 and activation. Table (25)
provides statistics on the activated and inactivated status of objects, based on the study of texts from
Pápay (1906–8). The activation status is identified operationally. The object is inactivated if its referent
has not been mentioned previously, while the activated status is assigned to an object whose referent has
been evoked within the same text or is present in the situation of speech, as in the case of the speaker
and the addressee. Generally, this procedure seems to be quite straightforward. Controversy might arise
in the following two cases. First, the object NP may denote a referent previously mentioned by a
different name. These cases were not studied specifically, since they are not frequent in Ostyak texts. It
seems, however, that the activated status requires an identity of sense, independently of the surface
expression of a referent. Second, I was treating the direct speech quotations as separate pieces of
discourse. Accordingly, the referent mentioned for the first time in direct speech was counted as
inactivated, although it might have been mentioned within the same text, but outside the quotation.
Object NPs are further differentiated by their formal properties into lexical, pronominal, and null
objects. For lexical objects a distinction is also made between objects with reflexive and those with non-
reflexive possessive affixes (this distinction will be important later, in Section 5.2). Pronominal NPs and
null objects are regarded as inherently activated.

(25) Activation status of the object
O1 (412 clauses) O2 (677 clauses)

direct object activated inactivated activated inactivated
possessive

non-reflexive 11 23 45 31
reflexive 12 47 67 60

non-possessive     16    296       77    25
personal pronouns  7 0 49 0
∅ object 0 0 323 0
total 46 366 561 116

11% 89% 83% 17%

Table (25) shows that in 89% of clauses O1 is inactivated, and that in 83% of clauses O2 is activated.
This percentage is high enough to allow us to conclude that object agreement strongly correlates with the
activation status of the object, while inactivated objects do not typically trigger agreement. The apparent
exceptions (that is, the remaining 11% and 17%) will be accounted for below, in sections 4.3 and 5.2
respectively. The table also shows that in almost half of the clauses (323 clauses) the verb is marked for
object agreement in the absence of an overt object. This follows from the activated status of O2 and
from the general consideration that under coreference activated NPs can (and tend to) be dropped (see
Section 2.1). The use of lexical NPs as O2 is in fact a marked option and is usually motivated by the
need to disambiguate between two or more activated referents.

4. Secondary topic in information structure

In the previous section I have defended the hypothesis that O1 is a focus object while O2 has topical
properties. My next step is to show that this translates into the special IS status of O2, that of secondary
topic. In 4.1 I argue that the primary topic in Ostyak is encoded as the subject, hence O2 cannot be
interpreted as the primary topic. Section 4.2 suggests a definition of the secondary topic and discusses its
relationship with the primary topic, while in Section 4.3 I address the interaction of the secondary topic
and focus.

4.1. Evidence for the subject primary topic

This section proposes thatthat in Ostyak the topic status (in the sense of the primary topic) is
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systematically associated with the grammatical relation of subject. This claim is supported by the
following arguments. First, topicalization of an element other than the agent requires passivization. In
passive clauses the agent is encoded by the Locative NP, while the topicalized argument bears the
grammatical relation of the subject. This relationship is marked by the passive marker -a(j) and the
subject agreement affixes on the verb. According to the data presented in Kulonen (1989), arguments
with different semantic roles can be encoded as the subject of the passive construction: patient,
recipient/benefactive, location, goal, and temporal. The examples in (26) demonstrate that the passive
construction arises when the topic identified as the element that bears the aboutness relationship to the
proposition does not correspond to the semantic role of agent. I assume here that the context ‘What
happened to X?’ or ‘What about X?’ is basically sufficient to set the topical status of X in the answer
(see Section 2.1). The use of the non-passive construction in (26b) and (26c) in the present context
would be strictly ungrammatical, as opposed to English.

(26)   What about Peter?
a. (luw) Juwan re:sk-∂s
  he John  hit-PAST.3SG.O1
  He hit John.
b. (luw) Juwan-na re:sk-∂s-a
  he John-LOC hit-PAST-3SG.PAS
   John hit him. 
c. (luw) Juwan-na ke:si-na ma-s-a
  he John-LOC knife-LOC give-PAST-3SG.PAS
  John gave him a knife.

An additional argument for the topichood of the subject is provided by sentences with a focused
agent. Questions to the agent and answers to them require passivization (27a). In a similar way,
passivization is obligatory in sentences with a contrastive focus agent (27b).

(27) a. kala�   xoj-na we:l-s-a? Juwan-na   we:l-s-a
 reindeer who-LOC kill-PAST-3SG.PAS John-LOC kill-PAST-3SG.PAS
 Who killed the/a reindeer? John did.
b. kala� Juwan-na we:l-s-a anta Pe:traj-na

reindeer John-LOC kill-PAST-3SG.PAS not Peter-LOC
It was John who killed the reindeer, not Peter.

The ungrammaticality of the non-passive counterparts of (27) immediately follows from the requirement
for the subject to be associated with the topic status and the assumption that focus and topic cannot
correspond to the same sentence element. Passivization here is conditioned by the situation where the
agent bears the focus and therefore cannot map as the subject.

Finally, topic expressions are referential. In Ostyak, non-specific quantified expressions such as
anybody or nobody, as well as the wh-question word who, do not occur as subjects of transitive clauses.
As (28) demonstrates, when they correspond to the agent-like argument, the clause must be passivized.
This again shows that in Ostyak grammar there is a strong correlation between the grammatical relation
of subject and the topic.

(28) a. tam xu:j xoj-na an wa:n-s-a
this man who-LOC not see-PAST-3SG.PAS
Nobody saw this man.

b. *xoj tam xu:j an wa:nt-∂s / wa:nt-∂s-li
who this man not see-PAST.3SG.O1 / see-PAST-3SG.O2
Nobody saw this man.
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To conclude, in conformance with the well-known cross-linguistic tendency, topic in Ostyak is
encoded as subject. What follows from this analysis is that although O2 is under the scope of the
pragmatic presupposition, it cannot be associated with the topic status in the sense of the primary topic.

4.2. O2 as secondary topic

Given the conclusion of the previous section, it is reasonable to assign the referent of O2 the status of
SECONDARY TOPIC. The secondary topic is defined as follows.

(29) SECONDARY TOPIC: an entity such that the utterance is construed to be about the relationship
between it and the primary topic.

Like the primary topic, secondary topic is defined on referents, but can be associated with a linguistic
expression. In Ostyak the secondary topic is systematically encoded either as an overt object NP or as
a referential null in the object position, but in both cases the verb must be marked for object
agreement. The following arguments support this claim.

There is a certain asymmetry between the primary and the secondary topic with respect to
activation. Inactivated primary topics, although less frequent than activated primary topics, are not
ruled out (cf. Reinhart 1982 and Gundel 1988a who argue that specific indefinites can function as
topics). On the other hand, secondary topics must be activated. I believe this asymmetry directly
follows from the definition of the secondary topic. The primary topic is identified as such only through
its pragmatic relation to the respective proposition. Obviously, it must have a certain pragmatic reality
for the interlocutors, but does not necessarily have to be active in their consciousness prior to the time of
the utterance. Non-activated but accessible referents, whose pragmatic existence is inferred through
another element, can be interpreted as primary topics (Lambrecht 1994: 166). On the other hand, the
secondary topic status is generated not only through the relationship of a referent to the proposition, but
also through its relationship to another referent. The relationship between two topic referents is a part of
the pragmatic presupposition established before the sentence is uttered. In order to be under discussion at
the time of the utterance, it must be kept in the current focus of consciousness, therefore the secondary
topic referent must be activated. Given this, the activated status of O2 (see 3.3.2) supports its
secondary topic analysis.

By the same reasoning, in sentences with two topics the primary topic is also activated. The
secondary topic is defined as such by virtue of standing in some relation to the primary topic. This
relation constitutes a part of the old information conveyed by the sentence and is established at least
prior to the time of the utterance. Since the utterance is assessed about this relationship, both referents
must carry a certain degree of activation in the consciousness of the interlocutors. Below, in table (30) I
give the percentage of lexical, pronominal, and null subjects in clauses with O1, clauses with O2, and
intransitive clauses in the studied corpus. Ostyak is a pro-drop language, so most clauses do not contain
an overt subject (topic). Subject drop regularly occurs if the subject is a continuous activated topic which
can be recovered from the discourse, while inactivated subjects must be expressed as lexical NPs.
Contrastive subjects including accented pronominals must be overt.

(40)    Subject in transitive and intransitive clauses
overt subject

pronoun lexical null subject 
(activated, contrastive)(inactivated) (activated)

O2 Vtr 17% 5% 78%
O1 Vtr 13% 19% 68%
Vintr 6% 32% 62%

The highest percentage of overt lexical subjects is observed in intransitive clauses due to the use of
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intransitives in presentational contexts where the subject is inactivated and must be realized as a full
NP.15 For transitive clauses, overt lexical subjects are considerably less frequent altogether, but there is a
clear asymmetry between clauses with an O2 and O1: 5% and 19%, respectively. Transitive clauses with
O2 exhibit the highest frequency of subject drop (78%). If they contain an overt subject, it is normally an
accented personal pronoun, that is, contrastive. This data demonstrates that the presence of O2
correlates with the presence of the activated primary topic (subject) in the same clause��In clauses
with object agreement an inactivated (lexical) subject is avoided, as is expected if agreement is taken to
mark the secondary topic status of the object.

This also brings us to the next argument in favor of the secondary topichood of O2. The
secondary topic is only licensed in the presence of the primary topic. This is captured in Vallduví’s card-
file analysis of tail as an entry stored under a given address associated with the primary topic (see
Section 2.2). Remarkably, in Ostyak O2 is impossible in topicless sentence-focus structures, cf.:

(31) a. What happened?
b. ma tam kala� we:l-s-∂m / *we:l-s-e:m

I this reindeer kill-PAST-1SG.O1 / kill-PAST-1SG.O2
I killed this reindeer.

In the answer to question (31a) object agreement is absent even if the object is activated. This follows
from the very nature of sentence-focus structures such as (31b), which lack a pragmatic presupposition
and therefore a topic, so that all elements are arguably equally in focus.16 By this feature sentence-focus
sentences are opposed to topic-focus structures. Since this is their definitional property, it accounts for
the fact that objects in sentence-focus sentences behave differently with respect to agreement from
objects in topic-focus sentences. The availability of O2 interacts with the presence of the primary topic.

To summarize, the analysis of O2 as secondary topic under the definition given above explains
the following facts: the activated status of O2, the consistent lack of object agreement in focus-sentence
sentences, and the correlation between object agreement and the activated subject in the same clause.

4.3. Secondary topic and focus

This section analyses different focus structures and the behaviour of the secondary topic in them. I
begin with the argument-focus. If it extends over the object alone, secondary topic (at least object
secondary topic) is absent. The IS of the sentence is ‘topic – focus’. I have shown in Section 3.2 that the
object in this case is encoded as O1. It can have different activation statuses, that is, be activated or
inactivated, but in neither case does it trigger agreement. This explains the statistics presented in (25):
89% of O1 are inactivated and 11% of O1 are activated. The examples below illustrate activated object
argument focus encoded as O1. As argued in 2.1, activated argument-focus is likely to be contrastive.

(32) a. Whom did John hit?
luw /Juwan Pe:tra re:sk-∂s / *re:sk-∂s-li
he / John Peter hit-PAST.3SG.O1 / *hit-PAST-3SG.O2
He/John hit Peter.

b. tu:p luw-e:l wa:n-s-∂m / *wa:n-s-e:m
only he-ACC see-PAST-1SG.O1 / *see-PAST-1SG.O2
I saw only him.

c. Juwan man-e:m wa:nt-∂s / *wa:nt-∂s-li anta na�-e:n
John I-ACC see-PAST.3SG.O1 / *see-PAST-3SG.O2 not you-ACC
John saw me, not you.

In argument-focus structures where the focus extends� over any non-object constituent the
object must trigger agreement. Example (33) is an argument-focus structure where focus corresponds
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to the non-object element here. The pragmatic presupposition ‘I collect mushrooms in (the place) X’
conveys information about the relation between the primary topic (I) and the secondary topic
(mushrooms). The IS is tripartite: topic - secondary topic – focus.

(33) ma ta:l∂x      ta:ta a:k∂t-l-e:m / *a:k∂t-l-∂m 
I mushroom   here collect-PRES-1SG.O2 / collect-PRES-1S.O1 
anta to:ta
not       there
I collect mushrooms here, not there.

In this case the object seems to be always activated; even if it was not evoked in the previous discourse,
it must be present in the situation of speech. It is difficult to imagine a context in which (20) would be
informative unless mushrooms have been mentioned earlier in the conversation or the utterance is
produced in the situation of mushroom hunting.17

Let us now turn to the predicate-focus. In predicate-focus sentences the secondary topic can
occur within the focus domain. This is due to the fact that in such structures focus is associated with the
verbal phrase as a whole and the new information provided by the clause is the event denoted by the
predicate. But a participant of this event can stand in a presupposed relationship to the subject
participant and therefore is activated in the current consciousness. In this case the IS is basically bipartite
(topic - focus), but the focus domain includes presuppositional topical elements. Consider example (34).

(34) What did John do to Peter?
luw Pe:tra / luw-e:l` re:sk-∂s-li / *re:sk-∂s
he Peter / he-ACC hit-PAST-3SG.O2 / *hit-PAST.3SG.O1
He hit Peter/him.

Sentence (34) is a predicate-focus structure that makes a comment about the primary topic (he). The
focus domain extends over the whole clause, except for the topical subject. The utterance is construed to
be about the relationship between the subject and the object referents. The pragmatic presupposition
associated with this clause can roughly be rendered by the following proposition: ‘He did X to Peter’.
The referent of the NP Petra/luwel bears the secondary topic status. It is activated and under discussion
at the time of the utterance, although it may be less salient than the referent of the primary topic. The
pragmatic assertion ‘X = hit’ expresses the relationship that holds between the primary topic (he) and the
secondary topic (Peter). The focus domain hit Peter/him contains the secondary topic object NP cross-
referenced by the agreement morpheme on the verb.

Notice that inactivated object within the focus domain does not bear the secondary topic status.
This can be seen from the contrast between (34) and (35).

(35) What did John do?
   luw Pe:tra re:sk-∂s / *re:sk-∂s-li
   he Peter hit-PAST.3SG.O1 / *hit-PAST-3SG.O1

He hit Peter.

In (35) object agreement is absent because the object is not associated with the secondary topic status.
The object participant is inactivated. The utterance is not construed as being about the relationship
between two referents but simply as information about what John did.

In other words, in predicate focus structures the secondary topic status of the object is to a large
extent a consequence of its activation state: an inactivated object within the focus domain does not bear
the secondary topic status and does not trigger agreement in Ostyak. An activated object within the focus
domain triggers agreement and is characterized as secondary topic. The general pattern of object
agreement is represented in (36).
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(36) IS status of the object activation status of the object

O1 argument-focus inactivated, activated
part of predicate-focus domain inactivated

O2 secondary topic (non-focus in argument-focus structures) activated
secondary topic (part of predicate-focus domain) activated

The analysis of activated objects within the focus domain of predicate-focus structures as topical
is much in line with the proposal of Lambrecht (1994: 128–31, 216–7, 250–1) that topic may be
expressed in any syntactic domain capable of expressing a proposition. In particular, the focus domain
may contain presupposed topical elements. This claim has been taken as evidence against Lambrecht’s
overall conception by Dryer (1996: 516–7) who has noticed that it is inconsistent with the definition of
focus as assertion minus presupposition. However, Lambrecht argues that the presuppositions in
question are irrelevant for determining the focus domain and do not affect the overall structure of the
sentence. Consider the following example given by Lambrecht.

(37) One of his close COLLABORATORS urged Nixon to appoint Carswell.

In (37), one of his close collaborators constitutes a focus domain, but the information that Nixon has
close collaborators is pragmatically presupposed. It survives the lie-test: challenging the utterance by
saying ‘This is not true’ would not cancel this presupposition. The presupposition is triggered by the
pronominal ‘his’ but this does not prevent the whole NP from bearing the focus status marked by
prosodic prominence. Similarly, evidence presented in this section for Ostyak object agreement
suggests that the relationship between the secondary topic and focus is not mutually exclusive. The
argument secondary topic may be present within the focus domain of the predicate-focus, in this case
it is marked by object agreement.

5. Secondary topic in grammar

In the examples discussed so far, the secondary topic corresponds to the direct object which bears the
semantic role of patient/theme. In Section 5.1 I will provide some evidence that the secondary topic
object may be associated with other semantic roles, namely, with the recipient. Section 5.2 deals with
another syntactic type of secondary topic in Ostyak, namely, the possessor secondary topic.

5.1. Argument secondary topic

This section analyzes the Ostyak ditransitive constructions that involve three place transitive verbs such
as give that take agent, patient and recipient arguments, as well as two place transitive verbs like cook
and prepare that take agent, patient and optional benefactive. These two classes are syntactically
identical in Ostyak. In what follows, both recipient and benefactive will be referred to as recipient.

Ditransitive verbs allow two alternative constructions that have basically the same truth-
conditional meaning but differ in the distribution of semantic roles between grammatical relations.

(38)   a.   (ma) a:n Juwan-a ma-s-e:m
I  cup John-LAT  give-PAST-1SG.O2
I gave the cup to John.

  b.   (ma) Juwan-a a:n ma-s-∂m
I John-LAT cup give-PAST-1SG.O1
I gave the cup to John.
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(39)  (ma) Juwan a:n-na ma-s-e:m / *ma-s-∂m
I John cup-LOC give-PAST-1SG.O2 / give-PAST-1SG.O1
I gave John a cup.

In (38), the patient is encoded as the direct object, and the recipient as an oblique, marked with the
Lative case. In (39), the patient is encoded as an oblique marked with the Locative case, while the
recipient bears the grammatical relation of the direct object. Importantly, these constructions differ in
terms of object agreement. The patient direct object may be either O2, as in (38a), or O1, as in (38b),
that is, the verb is either marked for object agreement or not. The recipient direct object obligatorily
triggers agreement, as illustrated in (39).

Alternative ditransitive constructions are associated with different ISs. To demonstrate this, I
provide below minimal contexts which allow the IS roles of the patient and the recipient arguments to be
identified. According to the approach taken in this paper, the subject is assumed to be the primary topic,
the focus element is identified as a target of a wh-question, while the activated non-subject argument
bears the secondary topic status.

(40)  a. To whom did John give this cup?
  (luw) (tam a:n) Petra-ja ma-s-li
  he    this cup   Peter-LAT give-PAST-3SG.O2
  He gave it/this cup to Peter.

b. What did John give to Peter?
  (luw) (Petra) a:n-na ma-s-li
  he Peter   cup-LOC give-PAST-3SG.O2
  He gave him/Peter a cup.
c. What did John do? or: What happened?

(luw / Juwan) Petra-ja a:n ma-s
he Peter-LAT cup give-PAST.3SG.O1
He/John gave Peter a cup.

d. John did not sell the cup to Peter but
   (tam a:n) (tu:me:l-a / Pe:tra-ja) ma-s-li
   this cup   latter-LAT/Peter-DAT give-PAST-3SG.O2

gave it/this cup to him/Peter.

Examples (40a) and (40b) represent regular argument-focus sentences where the focus is associated with
the recipient and the patient, respectively. Remarkably, in both cases the focus is encoded as an oblique,
while the secondary topic is encoded as the direct object. Example (40c) can be interpreted either as a
sentence-focus sentence or as a predicate-focus sentence without a secondary topic, so that all non-
subject constituents are in focus. In this case the patient corresponds to the direct object. Finally, in (40d)
both the patient and the recipient are activated and therefore arguably bear the secondary topic function,
while the focus extends only over the verb. In this example, as well as in (40c), the direct object role is
associated with the patient. The generalizations on the mapping between IS statuses, semantic roles and
grammatical relations are summarized in table (41).

(41) Grammatical relations in ditransitive constructions
grammatical relations

IS and semantic roles R P example
a. R focus, P secondary topic oblique O2 (40a)
b. R secondary topic, P focus O2 oblique (40b)
c. R focus, P focus oblique O1 (40c)
d. R secondary topic, P secondary topic oblique  O2 (40d)

Table (41) demonstrates that the mapping of semantic roles onto grammatical relations depends
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on their IS status. If the recipient and the patient have different statuses in the IS, the direct object role
corresponds to the secondary topic (types (40a) and (40b)). If the patient and the recipient have equal IS
status, both being in focus as in (40c), or both being associated with the secondary topic as in (40d), the
patient takes priority over the recipient and is encoded as the direct object. There is a clear asymmetry
between the patient and the recipient in their accessibility to the direct object role. The encoding of the
patient as a direct object is a grammatical requirement which can only be overridden by IS
considerations, namely, the secondary-topicalization of the other argument, the recipient. The direct
object role corresponds to the recipient if and only if its IS status is ‘higher’ than that of the patient; it
bears a secondary topic status while the patient is in focus. Under my analysis, this immediately accounts
for the fact that the recipient direct object must trigger agreement. This also shows that the encoding of
the recipient as a direct object is a strategy to mark its secondary topichood, while for the patient this is
not necessarily the case.

Observe that the coding of oblique is more complex morphologically than that of the direct
object and is more marked in this sense. Furthermore, constructions with O2 are morphologically more
marked than constructions with O1. For the recipient, two coding options are available: O2 as the
secondary topic, and oblique in all other cases. For the patient three options are possible: O1 or oblique
as the focus and O2 as the secondary topic. Thus, from the point of view of morphological markedness,
the unmarked (and also statistically more frequent) option for the recipient is the secondary topic
marking (O2), while for the patient it is the focus marking (O1). This follows from the fact that the
patient and the recipient differ in their prototypical IS properties. As has been suggested in Polinsky
(1998), the recipient usually bears the presupposition of independent existence, so for the recipient the
secondary topic is a default role. The same is true with respect to the causee argument, which
prototypically carries the presupposition of existence because it is indispensable to the development of
the causative event (Polinsky 1994). In Ostyak, the causee argument must be encoded as O2, as shown
below.

(42) mu� na�-e:n mo:jl-∂pt-∂s-luw / *mo:jl-∂pt-∂s-uw
we you-ACC visit-CAUS-PAST-1PL.O2 / *visit-CAUS-PAST-1PL.O1
We received you (as guests).

By contrast, the prototypical patient is not characterized by an independent existence (Dowty 1991) and
is a better candidate for bearing the focus status (Du Bois 1987). This accounts for the fact that the
secondary topic role for the patient is a marked option which needs a special morphological coding,
namely object agreement.

To summarize, Ostyak demonstrates a strong tendency to map semantic roles onto grammatical
relations according to IS considerations. The recipient is encoded as the object if it is associated with the
secondary topic status, while for the causee argument, which arguably always bears the secondary topic
function, this is the only available coding option. I have some evidence that other non-patient arguments
in Ostyak, such as goal and locative, can also be encoded as O2 if they correspond to the secondary
topic, but information on this is scarce.18 It is however clear that (O2-) object-promotion of non-patient
arguments is conditioned by their secondary topicalization.

5.2. Possessor secondary topic

This section addresses a related but different type of secondary topic constructions, namely, a
possessor secondary topic. The main claim is that under certain conditions it is not the O2 object
itself, but its possessor that bears topical properties.

Let us first look at the structure of the possessive construction in Ostyak. The possessive
construction is neutrally marked if the possessor is lexical (43a). When the possessor corresponds to a
personal pronoun or a zero-pronoun, the possessive relationship is marked on the head by means of
person/number affixes which cross-reference the possessor (43b). An activated lexical possessor may be
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left-dislocated under topicalization, in which case it is anaphorically referred to by a possessive affix on
the possessed noun (43c). Thus, overt possessive marking is only possible with activated possessors.

(43) a. Juwan xo:t
John house
‘John’s house’

b. (luw) xo:t-∂l
he house-3SG
‘his house’

c. Juwan   … xo:t-∂l
John house-3SG
‘as for John, his house …’

Ostyak lacks distinct reflexive possessive affixes, so that ordinary possessive affixes also serve in a
reflexive function. For example, in (43b) the 3rd person possessive affix -∂l can be interpreted either as
referring to the clausal subject, or not.

In table (25) I have presented the statistical data on the activation status of objects. Only 17% of
O2 are inactivated, but these cases remained unexplained up till now. In fact, with the assumption that
secondary topic must be activated they contradict my previous claim on the secondary topic function of
O2. Remarkably, a closer examination shows that 79% of these object NPs bear a possessive affix. They
belong to the following two types. First, the object possessed noun may be relational, that is, express the
“part” element in a part-whole relationship. Cross-linguistically and specifically in Ostyak the
relationship between a relational noun and its argument is expressed as possessive. In each example in
(44) the second clause contains an inactivated O2 object whose referent is introduced for the same into a
discourse by that very clause. The objects bear possessive affixes referring to a part-whole possessor.
The possessor is either overtly expressed in the same clause (44b) or mentioned in the previous
discourse, as in (44a) and (44c).

(44) a. lo:w-∂l wu-s-li pa o:x-∂l jox∂s
horse-3SG take-PAST-3SG.O2 and head-3SG backwards
kir-s-∂lli / *kir-∂s
harness-PAST-3SG.O2 / *harness-PAST.3SG.O1
He took his horse and harnessed its head backwards.

b. la:p∂s o:�-∂s.   �i la:p∂s u:w-∂l      pel∂k  
barn find-PAST.3SG.O1 this barn door-3SG    half     
kat-s-∂lli / *kat-∂s
break-PAST-3SG.O2 / *break-PAST.3SG.O1
He found a barn. He broke the door of this barn.

c. mola xo:rpi e:wi? we:s-l     a:t wa:nt-s-e:m / *wa:nt-s-∂m
what kind girl  face-3SG CONJ see-PAST-1SG.O2 / *see-PAST-1SG.O1 
lo:ln
CONJ
What sort of girl [is she]? If [only] I could see her face.

Further, in 52% of inactivated O2 objects the possessive affix refers to the subject of the same clause,
that is, it is reflexive. Reflexive objects must be encoded as O2 even when they are inactivated, just as
relational nouns. The absence of object agreement in both cases is ungrammatical.

(45) What did he do?
luw kala�-∂l re:sk-∂s-li / *re:sk-∂s
he reindeer-3SG hit-PAST-3SG.O2 / *hit-PAST.3SG.O1
Hei hit hisi/*j reindeer
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Crucially, in both cases the possessor of an O2 object is likely to be activated. This is ensured by
the contexts provided in (44) and can also be seen from the fact that O2 here necessarily bears a
possessive affix. As mentioned above, possessive affixes are only used to cross-reference activated
lexical possessors. For reflexive objects, the possessor is coreferential with the subject, which has been
shown to bear a topical status and therefore highly correlates with activation. So although O2 objects are
not activated in (44) and (45), their possessors are. I therefore suggest that in these constructions the
secondary topic status is associated with the possessor of the object noun rather than with the referent
of the object itself, so we are here dealing with a non-argument secondary topic.

According to the definition of the secondary topic suggested in the previous section, the
secondary topic referent stands in a presupposed relation to the primary topic referent, and this
relationship constitutes a centre of a current relevance for a proposition. Consider (44a) again. In the
second sentence the focus domain is the whole clause, while the topic corresponds to a zero subject
pronoun. Although the referent of the possessor noun (the horse) does not participate in the event
conveyed by the second clause, it is affected by it because it stands in a part-whole relationship to one of
its main participants (the head). This is because one cannot refer to something which happens to a part
while ignoring the whole. As a result, (44a) is construed as being about the relationship between the
subject participant and the horse rather (or at least not less) than about the relationship between the
subject participant and the horse’s head. This relationship is established in the previous clause and
therefore pragmatically presupposed. The referent the horse plays a secondary topic role in the second
clause, although it is evoked in it only by means of the possessive affix. A similar reasoning applies to
sentences with reflexive objects. They are peculiar because the same referent bears the primary and the
secondary topic status, while the referent matches the definition of the secondary topic. The relationship
between the secondary topic and the primary topic referents in this case is that of identity. The utterance
is construed to be about the topical referent and the fact that it plays a dual role in the event described.
This constitutes the presupposed information. The dual role of the topical referent is encoded by two
topic expressions, the primary topic expression (the subject) and the secondary topic expression (the null
possessor cross-referenced by the possessive affix with a reflexive interpretation).

Notice that in both cases the referent of the secondary topic possessor is salient and even
indispensable for the progress of the described event. Unlike the non-part-whole possessive relationship,
the part-whole possession entails that the possessor is at least indirectly involved in the situation, if the
possessee participates in it. For situations conveyed by clauses with reflexive objects the possessor is
indispensable because it is coreferential with the subject participant. On the other hand, non-part-whole
non-reflexive possessors obviously are not participants of the situation, and are not analyzed as
secondary topics here. With such possessors, the possessed object NP does not trigger agreement, if it is
inactivated and belongs to the focus domain, just as is stated in the object agreement pattern (36). This is
illustrated by the contrast between (44c) and (46a), and also by the contrast between (45) and (46b). As
the latter example shows, object agreement may be the only device that disambiguates between the
reflexive and non-reflexive readings of possessive affixes.

(46) a. mola xo:rpi e:wi? xot-∂l a:t 
what kind girl house-3SG CONJ 
wan-s-∂m / *wa:nt-s-e:m lo:ln
see-PAST-1SG.O1 / *see-PAST-1SG.O2   CONJ
What sort of girl [is she]? If [only] I could see her HOUSE!

b. What did he do?
luw kala�-∂l re:sk-∂s / *re:sk-∂s-li
he reindeer-3SG hit-PAST.3SG.O1 / *hit-PAST-3SG.O2
Hei hit hisj/*i reindeer

An additional argument in favour of the secondary topic analysis of reflexive or relational
possessors comes from sentence-focus sentences. As mentioned above, in such structures pragmatic
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presupposition and therefore topic is absent. If the possessor is analysed as secondary topic and this
somehow correlates with object agreement, we might expect that agreement will be absent in topicless
sentence-focus sentences. This prediction turns out to be correct. O2 is unacceptable in sentence-focus
structures, that is, even the part-whole or reflexive possessive objects are encoded as O1. Compare
example (45) above with (47).

(47) What happened?
Juwan kala�-∂l re:sk-∂s / *re:sk-∂s-li
John reindeer-3SG hit-PAST.3SG.O1 / *hit-PAST-3SG.O2
Johni hit hisj/i reindeer.

The reading of (47) is ambiguous between the reflexive and non-reflexive interpretation of the
possessive affix. I have argued that in topic-focus sentences the possessor of the reflexive object bears
the secondary topic status and this is encoded by an object agreement morpheme. However a sentence-
focus sentence (47), although it also has a reflexive object, does not carry any presupposition of
topicality and does not show object agreement. This confirms that the agreement in (45) encodes the
topical status of the possessor of the reflexive object.

An important disclaimer is in order here. I do not claim that in such constructions the verb shows
agreement with the possessor rather with than with the object. This is clearly not the case, since in
(number) feature agreement affixes do not match the possessor, but the object. What my account
suggests is that the presence of object agreement itself indicates the secondary topic status of the
possessor. The syntactic details of this analysis have still to be worked out, and I believe that the
constructional approach to grammar may prove to be the most useful here (Goldberg 1995 and others).
Notice also that at least part-whole objects in Ostyak can be characterized through the notion of
inferability. As discussed in 2.1, inferability indicates that a referent is inactivated but pragmatically
accessible through the (argument) relationship with an activated element. The important issue here is
that, as Prince argues, inferables, being an intermediate category between activated and inactivated, can
pattern with either of these two groups for different purposes and in different languages. For example, in
English the inferable status of an NP normally licenses the definite article (the door in example (4)
above), so in this sense inferables behave like activated NPs. As the existence of a part may be inferred
from the existence of a whole if the latter is already evoked in the discourse, it may be reasonable to
analyse part-whole objects in Ostyak as inferables. Since inferable objects must be encoded as O2,
even when they enter the domain of the predicate-focus, just as do activated objects, they are
interpreted as activated for the purpose of object agreement. This explains most of “exceptions” in
table (25), where O2 corresponds to an inactivated possessive object.

6. Concluding remarks

The phenomenon of object agreement in Northern Ostyak is motivated solely by information
structure. Although the IS relations discussed here have certain semantic corollaries, they are not
reduced to semantic properties. The paper therefore presents evidence for the direct mapping between
syntax and IS and indirect mapping between syntax and semantics. Since the traditional information
structure functions of topic and focus are not sufficient to describe the facts of Ostyak object
agreement, I have suggested identifying one more IS relation, that of secondary topic. After Givón,
the term ‘secondary topic’ has repeatedly been used for the “less important” clausal topic. Following a
presuppositional approach to IS, I have defined the secondary topic as a referent such that the
utterance is construed to be about the relationship between it and the referent of the primary topic.
This ensures that the secondary topic falls under the scope of the pragmatic presupposition of
existence and saliency, although, as anticipated by Givón, topics may be ordered according to the
strength of this presupposition. The existential presupposition carried by the secondary topic NP is
generated through its activated status. Another definitional property of the secondary topic is that it is
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identified as such only because of its pragmatic association with the activated primary topic. This
implies that the secondary topic is not available in topicless ‘thetic’ structures.

The paper has confirmed the observation of Lambrecht (1994: 128–31, 216–7, 250–1) that the
focus domain (the comment) may contain presuppositional topical elements. A secondary topic
referent may participate in the event described by the focus domain. In this case the event itself is
new information, but a participant of this event (the secondary topic referent) stands in a presupposed
relation to the primary topic. Observe that not all presupposed elements function as topics. This point
was also brought up by Lambrecht (1994: 252), who noticed that non-NP presupposed entities are not
topics because they can hardly be interpreted as what the proposition is about. Further, not all non-
subject presupposed NPs function as the secondary topic because for some of them their relationship
with the subject may not be salient enough to be under discussion. My account differs from
Lambrecht’s in that for him any unaccented pronominal in English, including possessive pronouns,
immediately signals that the corresponding referent is topical in topic-focus sentences (see his
example (37) above). The Ostyak data rather reveals that not all presupposed possessors bear the
secondary topic status, but only those whose relationship with the primary topic participant is salient
for the progress of the conveyed event and under discussion at the time of the utterance.

My analysis is based on the conceptual definitions of IS relations, relevant for linguistics only
inasmuch as they are associated with linguistic expressions. This raises the question of cross-
linguistic variation in the grammatical realization of the secondary topic function. Languages differ in
the extent to which they allow topical elements within the focus domain. Some languages tend to
exclude syntactically presupposed elements from the focus domain and employ various detached
constructions. The clause-external secondary topic is especially typical of Romance languages (see
Vallduví 1992 for Catalan; Lambrecht 1986, 1994 for spoken French and Italian). Other languages do
not have syntactic mechanisms for extracting topical elements from the focus domain, and allow for
multiple clause-internal topics. Hence, the results of this paper indicate that multiple topic
constructions, suggested in the literature, do not necessarily involve topicalization as (multiple)
adjunction when at least one of the topics (the external topic) does not bear a syntactic relation to the
clause. Rather the paper argues for the possibility of two clause-internal topics in line with the
proposal in Lambrecht (1994), Erteschik-Shir (1997), and Polinsky (1994, 1998). 

I have observed two syntactic types of secondary topic constructions in Ostyak, an argument
secondary topic and a possessor secondary topic. Sentences with an argument secondary topic are
construed about the relationship between two participants as arguments of the same proposition.
Secondary topic arguments can be expected to exhibit special morpho-syntactic or prosodic marking
and/or position. In Ostyak, they are grammaticalized as direct objects that trigger agreement and can
correspond to various semantic roles. Similarly, topicalization triggers optional object agreement in
Chiche�a and possibly other Bantu languages (Bresnan and Mchombo 1986) and Hindi (Mahajan
1991), as well as non-referential object clitics in some Romance languages. As far as I can see, cross-
linguistically there are other possible candidates for secondary topic marking of the object: case
morphology in Turkish (Enç 1991), the Persian postposition -râ (Dabir-Moghaddam 1992), and the
Chinese ba-construction as analyzed in Hsuen (1987). Finally, secondary topic marking of the object can
be realized as positional differences, cf. scrambling phenomena in German, some other Germanic
languages, and Korean (de Hoop 1992; Diesing and Jelinek 1993; Choi 1996, and others); Chinese
fronted objects that occur between the primary topic and the main verb (Tsao 1987a, 1987b, 1988); as
well as Israeli Hebrew, Ute, Tsotsil, Indonesian, and Sherpa double object constructions (Givón 1984a,
1984b).19

I have further suggested that secondary topic can correspond to the possessor element. Not every
presupposed possessive relationship has a topical status, but only one that is relevant for the progress of
the described event. In Ostyak the secondary topic function is associated with the possessor of an object
NP if the possessor is coreferential with the topical subject or stands in a part-whole relationship with
the possessed noun. In the former case the utterance is about the topic participant and the fact that it
plays a dual role in the proposition. In the latter case it is about the relationship between the subject
and the part-whole possessor of the object participant, at least in some sense. The secondary topic
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possessor is encoded by the possessive affix on the object possessed noun, and the corresponding NP
triggers object agreement.

One argument in favor of this analysis may come from the mechanism of possessor raising. As
mentioned above, some languages demonstrate close matching between syntactic and information
structure in that they do not allow topical elements within the focus domain. Extracting topic
expressions from the focus domain seems to be a function of possessor raising, usually thought to be
triggered by some kind of topicality (Bell 1983: 192–3; Velázquez-Castillo 1996: 171–2, among others).
Evidence from Russian and spoken French suggests that possessor raising is typical when the host NP
bears the focus relation to the proposition (48a) and is dispreferred or even impossible when it is topical
itself (48b). In the latter case the topical possessor occurs within the topical NP, so IS and syntactic
structure are isomorphous and the need for raising does not arise. The French examples below are from
Lambrecht (1994), and the Russian examples are mine.

(48) a. What happened?
FRENCH J’ai ma voiture qui est en panne.
RUSSIAN U menja slomalas’ mašina.

by me broke.down car
? Slomalas’ moja mašina
broke.down my car
My CAR broke down.

b. What happened to your car?
FRENCH (Ma voiture,) elle est en panne.
RUSSIAN Moja mašina/ona slomalas’.

my car/it broke.down
*U menja mašina slomalas’ .
by me car broke.down
? Mašina u menja slomalas’
car by me broke.down
It broke DOWN.

In a number of languages (Iroquoian, Northern Pomo, Guaraní, Guugu Yimidhirr) possessor
raising, sometimes accompanied by incorporation of the possessed noun, applies only to inalienable
possessors, specifically to terms for body parts. I have shown that in Ostyak objects that stand in a part-
whole relationship to their possessor, including the body part objects, trigger agreement on the verbs.
This contrasts with the behavior of non-part-whole possessors: in Ostyak they do not force the object to
trigger agreement and in many possessor-raising languages they fail to raise. In view of the proposal of
this paper, it is reasonable to think that possessors of part-whole objects in Ostyak and raised possessors
in raising languages are associated with the secondary topic function. The difference lies in its
grammatical encoding: Ostyak does not have any raising mechanisms and allows focus-internal topics,20

while possessor raising languages exclude the topical possessor from the focus NP. Notice that the
semantic account for possessor raising advocated, for example, in Shibatani (1994) views it as a strategy
to integrate the extra-thematic nominal into clausal semantics. In the possessor raising constructions the
raised possessor is construed as one of the main participants of the event. Raising applies to that
possessor which is the most highly relevant to the scene described, the degree of relevance being defined
by its physical proximity and affectedness. The possessor of an inalienably possessed noun is necessarily
affected by what happens to its part and is therefore relevant to the event. This suggestion is fully
compatible with my IS analysis, but the latter has the advantage that it also explains a number of other
grammatical facts.
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Notes:
*I am grateful to Farrell Ackerman, Knud Lambrecht, Maria Polinsky, and the reviewers of Linguistics
for their useful comments.
Abbreviations: A - agent, ACC - Accusative, CAUS - causative, CONJ - Conjunctive, DU - Dual, IMP -
Imperative, INF - Infinitive, IS - Information Structure, LAT - Lative, LOC - Locative, O - object, P -
patient, PART - participle, PAS - passive, PRES - Present, PL - Plural, R - recipient, S - subject, ST -
secondary topic, SG - Singular, V - verb, Vintr - intransitive verb, Vtr - transitive verb.

1Ostyak (or: Khanty) is a Uralic lanaguage spoken in Western Siberia by approximately 13.000 people.

The so-called Northern (or: Western) Ostyak is considerably different from Eastern Ostyak, both in its

phonology and grammatical structure. My data on Northern Ostyak come from the analysis of folklore

texts in Pápay (1906–8) and from my own field materials. The transcription I have used deviates from

the traditional Ostyak transcription: I mark long rather than short vowels.

�Focus domain corresponds to ‘comment’, another notion widely used in research on IS.

�The universe of discourse in its turn is understood as the world constructed in communication between

the speaker and the addressee (Givón 1984b: 388–9).

4Prince herself does not use the term ‘activation’ but rather speaks of givenness in the sense of saliency

(Prince 1981: 228–30).

5This leads to a separate question: how long can activation last in a text? This question is a matter for a

separate discourse study; for some observations see Chafe (1987, 1994: 72–4), Ariel (1990), and Dryer

(1996).

�Prince makes a further distinction between ‘unused’, ‘brand-new unanchored’, and ‘brand-new

anchored’ inactivated elements. These further subtypes, however, will not be relevant for the
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argument developed in this paper.

7Conceptually close is Lambrecht’s ‘Principle of the Separation of Reference and Role’ for topic

expressions, which states “do not introduce a referent and talk about it at the same time” (Lambrecht

1994: 185).

�

on-contrastive and contrastive argument-focus are not clear-cut categories. A number of linguists

have argued that contrastiveness is a scalar characteristic which has to do with the degree of counter-

expectancy (Givón 1990: 702; É.Kiss 1995: 16; Gundel 1999). The set of relevant candidates may be

closed and explicitly defined in the context, in which case the contrast is somewhat “stronger”, as with

to the movies or to the restaurant in (5a). It may also be open and simply implied, so that a candidate is

chosen from the open set of all universally possible concepts, in which case the contrast is “weaker”. In

fact, as noticed by Gundel (1999: 303), any new information is inherently in contrast with everything

else that might be predicated on the given topic. Similarly Chafe (1994: 78) has remarked that all

answers to wh-questions are inherently contrastive, but did not elaborate on this subject.

�This term has been borrowed from the functional grammar framework (Dik 1989) and basically

corresponds to the antitopic of Chafe (1976) and Lambrecht (1986).

	

�The only lexical material that can intervene between the focus constituent and the verb are some

grammatical elements or reduced complements of complex predicates, that is, non-referential

expressions which exhibit non-compositional semantics with the verb (see Nikolaeva 1999 for

syntactic details).
11While Keenan (1976) regards existential presupposition as one of the criteria for subjecthood, for

Dowty (1991) it is one of the properties of the agent proto-role. These approaches make similar

predictions for languages like Ostyak where a strong tendency to encode topic as the subject is observed

(Section 4.1), but this does not necessarily apply for other languages. English, for example, does not

show such a strong match between the grammatical relation of subject and the topic and therefore

allows non-referential quantified subjects.

	�On a presuppositional analysis of specificity see Diesing (1992).
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	�
� In this sense non-specifics systematically pattern with argument-focus objects. The correlation

between non-specific and focus entities is documented cross-linguistically, see the analysis of German
data in Webelhuth (1992) and of German and Korean in Choi (1996). These authors argue that non-
specifics behave like other focus NPs because they are inherently focused. As should be clear from the
definition of focus given in 2.1, for me focus and specificity are independent features. Examples (22)
clearly illustrate that non-specific objects do not necessarily bear the focus status.

	�Chafe defines low content verbs in terms of information flow. Low content verbs are semantically
light and, as Chafe puts it, “subservient” to the idea expressed by the object. They do not express new
information by themselves but only in combination with the object and are opposed by this feature to
other verbs which generally express a new idea, so that, given the One New Concept at a Time
Constraint, their object does not have to be informationally new. To put it differently, low content
verbs tend to co-occur with an object introduced into the discourse for the first time, so its pragmatic
existence is not presumed. By this property they are functionally similar to intransitive verbs of
appearance and existence that introduce a new subject participant (Firbas 1992). However, as distinct
from intransitive verbs, ‘low content’ transitive verbs assert the existence of the object referent not
independently, but through the assertion of its relationship with the other participant, that is, the subject.
	�Intransitive verbs are known to be frequently selected by speakers for the purpose of introducing a

new participant (Du Bois 1987).

16The IS status of non-subject constituents within sentence-focus constructions is rather controversial.

According to Lambrecht and Polinsky (1997: 190), the focus domain of a sentence-focus construction is

the sentence minus any topical non-subject arguments. At the same time, these authors claim that the

sentence-focus sentences lack a topicality presupposition altogether. I will follow this second view here.

17The same is true for sentences where the focus extends over the verb alone. This type of focus

structure does not fall under the category of argument-focus or predicate-focus, and little attention has

been paid to it in the existing literature. It is observed in yes-no questions and answers to them, in do-

support sentences which in Ostyak can (but need not) be expressed by means of a preverbal focusing

particle �i, or if the verb is contrastive, cf.:

a. Juwan a:muj wu:li �u:x∂l-s-∂lli pa an wel-s-∂lli

   John some reindeer reach-PAST-3SG.O2 but not kill-PAST-3SG.O2

   John reached a reindeer, but did not kill it.

b. kniga  �i lutt-∂s-li

book FOCUS buy-PAST-3SG.O2
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He did buy a/the book.

The examples above can only be produced if the object referent, or at least a relevant set of entities to

which the object referent belongs, is old in the discourse or inherently present in the situation of speech

and therefore activated.

	�Givón (1984a: 152) claims that if a language has optional object-promotion of elements other than

the recipient/benefactive, it obligatorily encodes this relationship by a special marker on the verb

(examples are Kinyarwanda and Nez-Perce). If my evidence on the object-promotion of other

semantic roles in Ostyak is confirmed, Ostyak will present a counter-example to this generalization.

	�As suggested by Givón, argument secondary topic tends to be expressed as the direct object. Cross-

linguistically, the direct object demonstrates more alternative grammatical encodings than any other

major grammatical relation (cf. Dixon 1989: 101). Current syntactic theory recognizes two distinct

positions for two types of objects, VP-internal and VP-external. This leads to the difference in

morphology, position, and ability to trigger agreement. The asymmetry is usually said to be motivated

by the ‘strength’ of the Case feature, which is ultimately semantically driven. However, in a number of

languages with alternative encoding of the object the two object types do not have obvious semantic

correlates and are likely to be motivated by IS (focus object and secondary topic object). In fact, in

his cross-linguistic analysis of variable object marking based on minimalist assumptions Meinunger

(1998) suggests that the AGR element on the verb identifies the associated object NP as topical.

20 Possessor topicalization is available in colloquial speech, but it is an infrequent and highly

marked option.


