Cross-linguistic marking of information structure depends on discourse-functional inventories
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In this commentary, I propose a way of examining focus and other information structural phenomena through a lens that makes a fundamental distinction between a highly generalized mechanism of information partitioning (e.g., into a referent and a property) versus the discourse-level functions that operate over these partitioned objects in specific ways (e.g., question-answer congruence, contrastive focus, contrastive topic, scalar implicatures, coherence relations, etc.). I argue that the former is more likely to be universal, while the latter form part of inventories that are language-specific. This perspective makes it possible to consider more precisely how different types of morphosyntactic and prosodic marking of information structure interact, as well as how they appear to be constrained in different ways according to language, the discourse context, and the communicative intentions of the interlocutors.
