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3 – Variation in Word Order under Clause-Wide Focus (Costa 2001)

1 Typological Observations.

1.1 Crosslinguistic Variation in Basic Word Order.

A clause is said to be uttered under ‘clause-wide focus’ (also called ‘broad focus’) when the entire clause provides new information and none of its parts is emphasized (i.e. no part is ‘narrowly focused’). Clauses of these kind occur whenever a sentence is uttered out-of-the-blue, i.e. lacking any previous discourse context, or when uttered as an answer to very general questions such as “what happened?”, “What did John say”, etc.

The ‘basic word order’ of a language is generally identified with the order of the main syntactic components of the clause (most commonly the Subject, Verb, and Object) as found under clause-wide focus. This word order is considered ‘basic’ and worth investigating precisely because focus does not interfere with it, since it applies to the entire clause. (We will examine the effects of focus on word order later in the course).
Different languages show different basic word orders, raising the issue whether this kind of variation should be derived in terms of language-specific parametric properties, practically letting each language sets its own word-order among a set of possible ones determined by the possible values of a simple set of parameters, or whether, as argued by João Costa (2001), the available orders follow straightforwardly from the interaction of a single universal set of conflicting constraints. 
Costa’s analysis is restricted to head-initial languages allowing for V-to-I movement. Within these languages he identifies four possible orders, corresponding to the VSO, VOS, SVO-1, and SVO-2 structures listed below.

(1) VSO – Greek, Arabic, Berber, Welsh, Irish, Spanish variants.
Structure:

[IP 
 V  [ S  t O ]]f






(Subject remains in situ)





Greek:


Pandreftike o Petros tin Ilektra









Married the PeterNom the ElectraAcc 
(2) VOS – Malagasy.
Structure:

[IP
 V  [AgrO O t [S t t ]]]f



(Subject in situ, object moved in specAgrP)



Malagasy:

Nahita an-drabe Rakoto












Saw Acc-Rabe Rakoto






 ‘Rakoto saw Rabe’
(3) SVO-1 – Portuguese.
Structure: 

 [IP  S  V  [ t  t O ]]f





(Object remains in-situ inside VP).
Portuguese:
A Maria partiu um prato







The Mary broke a plate 
(4) SVO-2 – Italian.
Structure:

[IP  S V  [AgrO O t [ t  t  t ]]]f


(Object moves obligatorily into spec-AgrP)


Italian:


Andrea brució il libro











Andrew burned the book

NB: Object movement claimed to hold obligatorily on the basis of following contrast with Portuguese:
Italian:


a.

Ha scritto [lettere d’amore]f Beatricef.




Context:
 Nessuno ha scritto niente








 has written letters of love Beatrice








 Nobody wrote anything

 




b.

*Ha scritto Beatricef [lettere d’amore]f.



Context:
 Nessuno ha scritto niente




























 Nobody wrote anything

Portuguese :
a.

Escreveu [a Beatriz]f [cartas d’amor]f.




Context:
 Ninguém escreveu nada








 has written the Beatrice letters of love






Nobody wrote anything






b.

?#Escreveu [cartas d’amor]f [a Beatriz]f.



Context:
 Ninguém escreveu nada




























 Nobody wrote anything
2 Analysis

2.1 Assumption on GEN

As mentioned above, the analysis is restricted to head-initial languages with V-to-I movement. Structures relevant for head-final languages (such as German and Japanese) and languages lacking V-to-I movement (such as English) are assumed to be taken care of by other constraints here left unexamined. For this reason only a subset of GEN is considered, namely the one including all the structures where:
· A finite verb always moves from Vº to Iº.

· The structure is head-initial.
As a further simplification, I am eliminating for the time being any other conceivable structure, limiting the competition to the above four structures. 
2.2 Constraints:

Costa proposed the following set of universal constraints. As we will see, they conflict with one another, making it impossible to satisfy them all at once. Languages are forced to choose which constraints they satisfy at the cost of the other constraints, with different choices determining different grammatical structures and basic word orders.
· STAY = no traces (i.e. no movement). 
· Subj-Case = Nominative case assignment in specIP position.

· Obj-Case = Accusative case assignment in specAgro position. 
2.3 VSO - Greek, Arabic, Berber, Welsh, Irish, Spanish variants.

The VSO structure of Greek is favored only by the Stay constraint. This constraint must be at the top of Greek’s ranking since any other choice of top constraint would select a different structure. For example, choosing S‑Case would eliminate the observed VSO structure in favor of the SVO structures in (c) and (d) of Portuguese and Italian, and choosing O-Case would eliminate SVO in favor of the VOS structure of Malagasy and the SVO-2 structure of Italian. So Stay must be the highest constraint in Greek’s grammar.
	T1
	Stay
	S-Case
	O-Case

	(
a. Greek



V  [ S  t O ]

	 *
	*
	*

	
b. Malag.


V  [AgrO O t [S t t ]]f
	 * * *
	*
	

	
c. Portug. 

S
V  [ t  t O ]
	* *
	
	*

	
d. Italian

S
V  [AgrO O t [ t  t  t ]]
	* * * *
	
	


Stay already selects the VSO structure as the best one among the four available, making any further filtering by S‑Case and O-Case impossible. Since once ranked lower than Stay they no longer affects the optimization process, their ranking relative to each other is irrelevant and they are free to rank either way. The defining property of Greek grammar thus is the highest rank assigned to Stay. Furthermore, the Greek structure is selected as optimal under two distinct rankings according to how S‑Case and C-Case are ranked relative to each others. We thus have a first case where two grammars converge on the same structure.
(5) VSO (Greek):
Stay >> {S-Case, O-Case}

(defining property)
(6) Two distinct rankings:

(i)  
Stay >> S-Case >> O-Case










(ii) 
Stay >> O-Case >> S-Case
Incidentally, note how no structure among those competing for optimal status satisfies Stay. This does not prevent structure (a) from being selected as the best one available because the definition of ‘best’ is based on the order-related notion of ‘best’, namely best because showing the least number of violations. Had ‘best’ been defned in terms of constraint satisfaction, then no structure in T1 would have qualified, making it impossible to derive the basic word order of Greek.     

2.4 VOS - Malagasy.

The VOS structure of Malagasy is at the top of the order (or ‘favored’) only for the constraint O-Case. Therefore this must be the top constraint in Malagasy’s grammar, since any other choice of top constraint would eliminate the VOS structure as soon as the assessment of the constraints starts. In particular, Stay would immediately eliminate VOS in favor of Greek’s VSO, and the constraint S-Case would eliminate it in favor of the two SVO structures of Portuguese and Italian.
	T2
	O-Case
	Stay
	S-Case

	
a. Greek



V  [ S  t O ]

	*
	 *
	*

	(
b. Malag.


V  [AgrO O t [S t t ]]f
	
	 * * *
	*

	
c. Portug. 

S
V  [ t  t O ]
	*
	* *
	

	
d. Italian

S
V  [AgrO O t [ t  t  t ]]
	
	* * * *
	


Having O-Case ranked highest, however, is not sufficient to select the Malagasy’s structure. O-Case successfully eliminates the structures with in-situ objects of Greek and Portuguese but remains satisfied by the SVO-2 structure of Italian. Further filtering by lower constraints is thus crucial and so is their ranking, since only Stay favors the VSO structure of Malagasy over the SVO-2 competitor, whereas S-Case does exactly the opposite. It follows that Stay must outrank S-case, yielding the following grammar for Malagasy. 
(7) VOS (Malagasy):

O-case >> Stay >> S-Case

(one ranking).

The above derivation of Malagasy’s basic word order also shows that constraints do not cease to be active when placed lower in a ranking. In particular, even though Malagasy’s VOS structure is not the best one with respect to Stay when compared against the initial four structures of GEN, it does become the best one for Stay once the competition has been narrowed down to the Italian SVO-2 structure alone by the higher ranked O-Case. 
Stay thus plays a crucial role in the derivation even though it is not ranked at the top of the hierarchy. 
This is a general property that we will meet again and again: lower ranked constraints, sometimes even the lowest ranked one, do not cease to be active and despite their low rank. They can play an essential role in determining what structure is grammatical under a particular grammar much like any higher ranked constraints. 
2.5 SVO-1 - Portuguese.

The word order of Portuguese is only favored by S-Case, telling us right away that S-Case must be at the top of the ranking for this language. This choice eliminates the structures for Greek and Malagasy right away, but not that for Italian, which will have to be filtered out by the lower constraints Stay and O-Case.
Their ranking matters. In particular, O-Case requires movement of the object to specAgro, which adds a further violation to Stay. Portuguese chooses to minimize these violations by ranking Stay above O-Case, which is sufficient to eliminate the Italian structure. The ranking for Portuguese thus is S‑Case>>Stay>>O-Case.
	T3
	S-Case
	Stay
	O-Case

	
a. Greek



V  [ S  t O ]

	*
	 *
	*

	
b. Malag.


V  [AgrO O t [S t t ]]f
	*
	 * * *
	

	(
c. Portug. 

S
V  [ t  t O ]
	
	* *
	*

	
d. Italian

S
V  [AgrO O t [ t  t  t ]]
	
	* * * *
	


2.6 SVO-2 - Italian.

The Italian structure accumulates the highest number of Stay violations. Stay is violated as much as it is necessary to satisfy the two case assignment constraints. Neither of these latter constraints selects the Italian structure as best on its own. Therefore both of them must outrank Stay for the Italian structure to emerge as optimal. Their relative ranking however is irrelevant, so long both of them outrank Stay. Italian thus provides another case where two distinct grammars (in terms of constraint ranking) converge on the same language (intended as the set of grammatical structures of the language). 
	T4
	S-Case
	O-Case
	Stay

	
a. Greek



V  [ S  t O ]

	*
	*
	 *

	
b. Malag.


V  [AgrO O t [S t t ]]f
	*
	
	 * * *

	
c. Portug. 

S
V  [ t  t O ]
	
	*
	* *

	(
d. Italian

S
V  [AgrO O t [ t  t  t ]]
	
	
	* * * *


(8) SVO-2 (Italian):
{S-Case, O-Case}>>Stay

(defining property)

(9) Two distinct rankings:

(i)  
S-Case >> O-Case >> Stay










(ii) 
O-Case >> S-Case >> Stay
3 Conclusion

Costa’s study shows that the variation found in the basic word order of this group of languages need not be derived from language specific properties of the languages themselves, but rather it follows inevitably from the conflicts arising between well established universal constraints of grammar. This is an important result, as it ties variation to the very constraints governing the shape of linguistic structures across all languages rather than to language specific properties stipulated separately and independently from the universal constraints of grammar.  
4 Reference: 
Costa João, 2001. The Emergence of the Unmarked Word Order. In G. Legendre, J. Grimshaw, S. Vikner (eds) 
Optimality Theoretic Syntax. Cambridge: MITPress.
5. Exercise
[1] Costa’s study includes in GEN the structures in (i)-(ii) below, which are thus allowed to compete with the four structures examined above. Is any of these two structures optimal under any of the six possible rankings of the available constraints? Motivate your answer.
(i) [CP O [IP   V  [VP  S  t  to ]]]




(ii) [CP S [IP ts  V  [VP  ts  t  O ]]]


(This structure satisfies S-Case via the subject trace in specIP)

[2] Searching for further optima.
a. 
Can you build a new structure that is optimal under either of the two rankings identified by the ranking condition Stay>>[S-Case, O-Case] ? 
(Hint: you should be able to find at least one such structure, provided you disregard one of the two restrictive assumptions made on GEN in section 2.1.

b.
Which of the two restrictive assumptions on GEN discussed in 2.1 above do you have to disregard in order to build such structure? 

c.
Is the optimal status of any of the four original structures examined above jeopardized by the availability of the new structure? (i.e., does the new structure prevent any of the original structures from being optimal?).
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