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This article argues that identificational focus, which expresses exhaustive identification and
occupies the specifier of a functional projection, must be distinguished in language description
from information focus, which conveys new information and involves no syntactic reordering.
The properties of the two types of focus are established on the basis of Hungarian and English
material. It is argued that the cleft constituent is the realization of identificational focus in English.
Only-phrases are analyzed as identificational foci carrying an evaluative presupposition. The
feature specification of identificational focus is shown to be subject to parametric variation: the
focus operators of various languages are specified for the positive value of either or both of the
features [ +exhaustive] and [ + contrastive].*

I will put forth two major claims in this article: first, that IDENTIFICATIONAL FOCUS
(sometimes also called contrastive focus) has to be consistently distinguished from a
mere INFORMATION FOCUS (or presentational focus), as it has syntactic and semantic
properties that a mere information focus does not share. Second, I will show that the
identificational focus itself is not uniform across languages; it is associated with differ-
ent subsets of a set of semantic features.

Identificational focus and information focus are often mingled in language descrip-
tion, which leads to contradictory statements on focus. I identify the syntactic and
semantic properties of identificational focus on the basis of Hungarian and English
material, and argue that English, like Hungarian, is a language with visible identifica-
tional focus movement. The identificational focus is realized as a cleft constituent. I
then discuss a special type of identificational focus: the only-phrase, and finally I
compare the feature content of the identificational focus of Hungarian and English
with the feature contents of its Italian, Rumanian, Catalan, Greek, Arabic, and Finnish
counterparts.

1. A NEGLECTED DISTINCTION. The claim that two different types of focus can be
distinguished—one expressing a quantification-like operation, and another merely con-
veying nonpresupposed information—has been present in the linguistic literature for
a long time (see, for example, Halliday 1967 and Rochemont 1986), although the
interpretations attributed to the two focus notions (variously called CONTRASTIVE FOCUS
Versus PRESENTATIONAL FOCUS, NARROW FOCUS Versus WIDE FOCUS, or in this article,
IDENTIFICATIONAL FOCUS Versus INFORMATION FOCUS) have not always been exactly the
same.

I will apply the term IDENTIFICATIONAL FOCUS to a constituent bearing the following
semantic-communicative role in the sentence:

(1) The function of identificational focus: An identificational focus represents a
subset of the set of contextually or situationally given elements for which
the predicate phrase can potentially hold; it is identified as the exhaustive
subset of this set for which the predicate phrase actually holds.

Semantically, the constituent called identificational focus represents the value of the
variable bound by an abstract operator expressing exhaustive identification. Syntacti-

* For their helpful comments and suggestions I owe thanks to Michael Brody, Donka Farkas, Joachim
Jacobs, Manfred Krifka, Giampaolo Salvi, the participants of the Focus Workshop of the 1996 meeting of
the German Linguistic Society, and the referees of Language, among others.

245



246 LANGUAGE, VOLUME 74, NUMBER 2 (1998)

cally, the constituent called identificational focus itself acts as an operator, moving into
a scope position in the specifier of a functional projection, and binding a variable.

If a sentence part conveys new, nonpresupposed information marked by one or more
pitch accents—without expressing exhaustive identification performed on a set of con-
textually or situationally given entities, it is not an identificational focus but a mere
information focus. Information focus is not associated with movement. An information
focus is present in every sentence, but not every sentence contains an identificational
focus.

Even though the existence of these focus types has been acknowledged in the litera-
ture, the distinction between them has often been neglected in actual language descrip-
tion. Thus, information foci have also been described as identificational operators
moved into scope position in LF; or identificational foci have also been analyzed as
information foci with an accidental exhaustive interpretation. The former has occurred
in Tsimpli’s analysis of Greek (1994), for example. In her approach, a focused argument
or adjunct is always interpreted in the specifier of a left-peripheral functional projection
called FP—whether it actually appears there or stands in situ, and whether or not it
expresses exhaustive identification. Compare 2a and 2b.!

(2) a. [gp Ston Petro [rnsp dhanisan to vivlio]]
to.the Petro lent.3rL the.Acc book
‘It was to Petro that they lent the book.’
b. [tnsp Dhanisan [yp to vivlio STON PETRO]]
‘They lent the book To PETRO.’

Even though Tsimpli translates 2a and 2b differently: the former, containing a preposed
focus, as a cleft construction, and the latter, containing an in situ focus, as a simple
sentence, she assigns to them identical LF representations. Both foci are claimed to
occupy spec-FP; the left-peripheral focus is assumed to be moved there in syntax, and
the in situ focus, in LF.

Similarly, Finnish also displays both initial focus and in situ focus, and even though
Vilkuna (1994) usually translates the former by a cleft construction and the latter by
an in situ emphatic constituent (see 3a, b), she analyzes both as realizations of the same
operator interpreted in spec-CP. In 3a, the identificational focus is assumed to have
moved into spec-CP in syntax, and in 3b, it is assumed to move there in LF.

(3) a. [cp Annalle [;p Mikko antoi kukkia]]
Anna.apess Mikko gave flowers
‘It was to Anna that Mikko gave flowers.’
b. [;p Mikko antoi [vp kukkia ANNALLE]]
‘Mikko gave flowers TO ANNA.’

In Vallduvi’s focus theory (1992), by contrast, it is identificational focus that appears
to be assimilated to information focus. He claims that focus is the material left in the
VP; it is nonfocal, ‘topical’ material, conveying known information, that is removed
by topicalization and by right dislocation—in syntax in the language type represented

"In 2a, b and in all the examples below, a focus preposed into a structural focus position (to be analyzed
as an identificational focus) is set in bold type, whereas a focus marked merely by one or more pitch accents
(to be identified as an information focus) is set in small capitals. Small caps are not meant to indicate the
precise location of pitch accents though; focus constituents, e.g., the DP ston Petro in 2b, are set in small
caps as a whole, including their necessarily deaccented subconstituents, e.g. articles. Constituents carrying
presupposed information which bear pitch accents for grammatical or pragmatic-emotional reasons will not
be set in small caps.
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by Catalan, and in a so-called information component of grammar in the language type
represented, for example, by English. In fact, Catalan also displays sentence-initial focus
which, in addition to, or instead of, carrying nonpresupposed information, expresses
exhaustive identification. Compare:

(4) a. Del calaix la Niria (els) va treure els esperons.
of.the drawer the Nuria them has taken.out the spurs
‘It was out of the drawer that Nuria took the spurs.’
b. La Nuria els va treure DEL CALAIX els esperons.
‘Nuria took the spurs OUT OF THE DRAWER.

Vallduvi (1992) analyzes both 4a and 4b as constructions with a VP-internal focus; he
derives 4a from a V-initial VP by the Right Dislocation of all VP-internal material,
including the V, and claims that the contrast associated with 4a is a mere pragmatic
inference.?

The semantic analyses of focus also often blur the difference between identificational
focus and information focus. For example, Krifka (1992), representing a version of the
structured meaning theory of focus, admittedly assigns the same semantic structure to
both contrastive focus and presentational focus. The problematic nature of this approach
becomes clear when it is applied to Hungarian, in which the two types of focus are never
optional interpretational variants but are associated with distinct structural positions;
compare 5a and 5b.

(5) a. Tegnap este Marinak mutattam be Pétert.
last night Mary.pAT introduced.l PERF Peter.acc
‘It was to Mary that I introduced Peter last night.’
b. Tegnap este be mutattam Pétert MARINAK.>
‘Last night I introduced Peter To MARY.’

(Small capitals indicate information focus (see n.1) rather than the locations of pitch
accents. Thus, in 5b, not only the focused MARINAK bears a pitch accent, the first major
constituent of the predicate phrase—the particle be—is also assigned one by the nuclear
stress rule.) The immediately preverbal focus in 5a expresses exhaustive identification;
it means that of a set of individuals present in the domain of discourse, it was Mary
and no one else that I introduced Peter to last night. The postverbal focus in 5b, on
the other hand, merely presents Mary as nonpresupposed information, without suggest-
ing that Mary was the only one of a set of relevant persons that I introduced Peter to
last night. The structured meaning theory of focus would assign to both sentences the
structure in 6.

(6) AsserT (<Ax.introduced (I, Peter, x), Mary>)

The representation in 6 is partitioned into a background part, containing a version of
the proposition in which the focus is replaced by a variable bound by lambda, and into
a focus part. The focus is bound by an illocutionary operator, here represented by
ASSERT. Ex. 6 is to be interpreted as follows: at the current point of discussion, the set
of persons for whom it holds that I introduced Peter to them yesterday is under discus-
sion, and it is stated that, among these persons, it holds for Mary that I introduced

2 Vallduvi and Vilkuna (1995) do not exclude the possibility of an identificational focus in A-bar position
in Catalan any longer.

? Incidentally, when a particle like be immediately precedes the V, they are spelled as one word. I do not

follow this spelling convention here because it conceals the fact that the particle occupies a separate syntactic
position.



