The structure of information.

Focus, theme, and emphasis. Cleft sentences.

The position of the elements of clause in a statement usually follows the sequence ‘subject, verb, object, complement, adjunct’. The subject, which is what we are going to talk about, comes first. If we want to express ourselves normally and not draw special attention to any part of the clause, then we follow this sequence.
Donald was lying on the bed. She has brought the tape with her.
However, there are other ways of putting the elements of clause structure in a different sequence, in order to give special emphasis or meaning to the clause or a part of it.

In his enthusiasm, he had hoped to raise the money this year.

The third sheet he folded and placed in his pocket.
This applies mainly to main clauses. In most subordinate clauses we have no choice about the order of the clause elements.

One most popular way of varying the sequence of elements in the clause is to use the passive voice, which allows us to talk about an event from the point of view of the thing or person affected, and even to avoid mentioning who or what was responsible for the action.

Betty Williams and Mairead Corrigan were awarded the Nobel Peace Prize.

Information focus

Let’s consider how the English language organizes a spoken message into units of information, as signaled by intonation. Each tone unit represents a unit of information, and the place where the nucleus falls is the focus of information.

The neutral position of focus is what we may call END-FOCUS, that is, generally speaking, chief prominence on the last open-class item or proper noun in the clause.

Dylan Thomas was born in SWÁNsea.
Special or contrastive focus, however, may be placed at earlier points, and so may fall on any of the non-final elements of the clause. For example:

[Who was born in Swansea?] Dylan THÓMas was (born in Swansea)

[Dylan Thomas was married in Swansea, wasn’t he?] NÓ, he was BÓRN in Swansea.

Contrastive focus can also be signaled by placing the nucleus on a final item; for instance, on closed-system units like pronouns and prepositions:

Who are you working FÓR? (not with)

He was speaking to MÉ (not to you)

Given and new information


Focus is related to the difference between GIVEN and NEW information; that is to say, between information already supplied by context and information which hasn’t been prepared for in this way. The focus, signaled by the nucleus, indicates where the new information lies, and the unit carrying such information has the nucleus in final position. Hence if the nucleus falls on the last stressed syllable of the clause, the new information could, for example, be the entire clause, or the predication of the clause, or the last element of the clause.


One type of focus so far ignored is focus on the operator, which often has the function of signaling contrast between positive and negative meaning. Where the verb phrase is without an item that can function as operator, do is introduced:

[A: I thought John worked hard.]        B: But he DÌD work hard.

[A: Why haven’t you had a bath?]      B: I HÁVE had a bath.
[A: Look for your shoes.]                   B: I ÁM looking for them.


Similarly, the nucleus on auxiliaries such as may and ought to often signals a contrast between the supposed real state of affairs, and a state of affairs thought desirable or likely:

The opinion polls MÁY be right (‘but I suspect they’re not’)


We can’t but mention in this respect ellipsis and substitution. In general, an important reason for ellipsis is to focus attention on new information by avoiding repetition of given information: I haven’t spoken to him yet, but I will later today.

A similar effect is achieved by substituting pro-forms for given information:

Susan won a prize last year and will do so again this year.
Ellipsis and substitution are useful in marking the focus of information in written English, where intonation is absent.

Theme and Focus


The initial unit of a clause (with the exception of certain initial adverbials, mainly disjuncts and conjuncts) may be called its THEME. Apart from the last stressed element of clause structure, the theme is the most important part of a clause from the point of view of its presentation of a message in sequence. The expected theme of a main clause is:

(1) Subject in a statement: He bought a new house.

(2) Operator in a yes-no question: Did he buy a new house?

(3) Wh-element in a wh-question: Which house did he buy?

(4) Main verb in a command: Buy a new house.
The theme may be characterized as the communicative point of departure for the rest of the clause.

The two communicatively prominent parts of the clause, the theme and the focus, are typically distinct: one is the point of initiation, and the other the point of completion. The theme of a clause is ‘given information’ more often than any other part of it. Yet the two can coincide; for instance, when the focus falls on the subject:

[Who gave you that magazine?] BÌLL gave it to me.

Cleft Structures
Another way of varying the sequence of elements in the clause in order to focus on a particular part of a sentence is to use a cleft structure. This involves using the verb ‘be’, either with ‘it’ as an impersonal subject or with a clause such as a relative clause or a ‘to’-infinitive clause as the subject or complement. Sentences containing this structure are called cleft sentences. There are three different types.

One type allows us to focus on the person or thing we are talking about, as in ‘It was Jason who told them’.

The second type allows us to focus on an action, as in ‘What they did was break a window and get in that way’ or ‘All I could do was cry’.
The third type allows us to focus on the circumstances of an action, for example the time or the place, as in ‘It was one o’clock when they left’ or ‘It was in Paris that they met for the first time’.


In a cleft sentence, we usually focus on a noun group. However, we can focus on other clause elements or even on a whole clause. We then use a relative clause beginning with ‘that’. For example, we can focus on a non-finite clause, if we are stressing an action.

It was meeting Peter that really started me off on this new line of work.
Or we can focus on a clause beginning with ‘because’ to stress the reason for something.

Perhaps it’s because he’s a misfit that I get along with him.
Emphasis


Apart from the emphasis given by information focus and theme, the language provides means of giving a unit purely emotive emphasis. And we can note a number of features of this type. They include exclamations, the persuasive do in commands, interjections, intensifiers, including the general clause emphasizers such as actually, really, indeed, etc.

For example, reflexive pronouns are not usually used with actions that people normally do to themselves, such as washing, dressing or shaving. However, we can sometimes use reflexive pronouns with these actions for emphasis, or to indicate a surprising event, such as a child or invalid doing that they were not previously able to do.

It is not Liverpool I miss, but England itself. Did you make it yourself?
‘All’, ‘both’ and ‘each’ can be used in addition to nouns or personal pronouns for emphasis, in a similar way: The brothers all agreed that something more was needed. He loved them both.
‘One’ can be used for emphasis after another determiner.

There are systems of communication right through the animal world; each one is distinctive.
‘The’ is often used in front of a noun to indicate that someone or something is the best of its kind. But you must come with us. It’s the club to go. It is also used in front of a person’s name to indicate that we are referring to the most famous person with that name. You actually met the George Harrison? When ‘the’ is used in either of these ways, we emphasize it.

‘Own’ is used to emphasize that something belongs or relates to a particular person and nobody else. We must depend on David’s own assessment.

If we want to emphasize that there is only a small amount of something, we use ‘little’. And we use ‘much’ to emphasize a large amount. There was little applause. Do you watch much television?
There is a list of submodifiers emphasizing adjectives: absolutely right, completely unsuccessful, purely theoretical, totally new, utterly trivial, etc.

‘Each other’ or ‘one another’ are put after the verb group when we want to emphasize that both participants are equally involved in the action. They kissed each other in greeting.

When we want a question to sound more emphatic, we can use ‘whatever’ instead of ‘what’, ‘wherever’ instead of ‘where’, or ‘whoever’ instead of ‘who’.

Whatever is the matter? Wherever did you get this?
‘Do’ is often used to make the statement sound more emphatic. I do feel sorry for Roger.

We can put ‘never’ in front of the first word in the verb group in order to emphasize the negative aspect of a statement. I never would have guessed if he hadn’t told me. Other possible ways to emphasize the negative aspect of a statement are:
· adding ‘at all’. She had no writing ability at all.

· putting ‘whatsoever’ after ‘none’ and ‘ nothing’. You’ll find yourself thinking about nothing whatsoever.
· putting ‘ever’ after negative words. Nobody ever leaves the airport.
· using ‘in the least’, ‘in the slightest’, ‘a bit’, ‘the least bit’.

I don’t mind in the least, I really don’t. They’re not a bit interested.

The present continuous is used with adjuncts of frequency in order to emphasize how often the action takes place. This is often done to express disapproval or annoyance.

You’re always looking for faults.
When we want to emphasize the statement contained in the reported clause, we can put it first, with a comma after it. All these things were trivial, he said.
‘Just’ can be used in front of ‘as if’ for emphasis.

He had no right to run off and leave her alone, just as if she was someone of no importance at all.
When we want to say that someone does something repeatedly or for a long time, we can use ‘and’ to link two identical verbs. They laughed and laughed.

As it has been mentioned, sentence adjuncts are frequently used to emphasize the truth of the statement or the stress the seriousness of the situation. Here belong: above all, believe me, for heaven’s sake, surely, to put it mildly, without exception and others.
Believe me, if you get robbed, the best thing to do is to forget about it.
Moreover, any case of Inversion will, of course, serve as a means of emphasis.
