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Topic prominence in Southeast Asia 

(Iwasaki & Ingkaphirom 2005) 

孔雀尾巴长,大象鼻子长。      (Written) 

孔雀呢,尾巴长;大象呢,鼻子长。(Spoken) 

‘The peacock has a long tail and the elephant has a long nose.’ 

Topic prominence in Far East 

孔雀呢，  尾巴长； 大象呢，  鼻子长。 
kongque ne      weiba chang  daxiang  ne      bizi  chang 
peacock TOPIC  tail     long    elephant TOPIC nose long 
‘The peacock has a long tail and the elephant has a long 
nose.’ 

   

クジャクは 羽が大きい、  ゾウは        鼻が長い。 
kujaku   wa  hane     ga   ōki, zō           wa  hana ga   nagai 
peacock TOP feather SUB big  elephant TOP nose SUB long 
‘The peacock has big feathers and the elephant has a long 
nose.’ 

Background of the present study 

•Subproject of the Typology of Information 

Structure undertaken in the Institute for 

Linguistics at University of Potsdam 

•Standard methodology developed by the project 

was used in data elicitation  

•Elicitation was based on visual prompts such as 

series of pictures, video clips, and language 

games, etc. 

•Data of Prinmi were collected mostly in 2005 

 

To informant 1:  

Make a short statement, what is going on in the highlighted scene, in order 

that your partner will identify it. Please do not mention the picture, just give 

a short description of the highlighted scene, so that it is clearly identified 

from the others. Before you make your description, look very carefully about 

the differences among the pictures, so that your description effectively 

identifies the relevant picture.  

To informant 2:  

You listen carefully to your partner. After he finishes his description, 

please point at the scene which you suppose, that is the highlighted one.  
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Introduction 

•Prinmi is a Tibeto-Burman language of China, a 

core member of the Qiangic branch; 

•Speakers in (northwestern) Yunnan are officially 

identified as Pŭmĭ 普米族 and in southwestern 

Sichuan as Zàng 藏族; 

•There is no writing tradition nor approved script; 

•There are many dialects, with a total number of 

speakers around 40,000. 

 

Types of topic (1) 
Aboutness Topic 

Frame-setting Topic  

Types of topic (2) 

Contrastive Aboutness Topic  

Contrastive  

Frame-setting 

Topic 

  Aboutness Topic (AbT) Frame-setting Topic (FsT) 

Explicit Referent Contrastive AbT  Contrastive FsT 

Implicit Referent 
 Implicational AbT  Implicational FsT 

Types of topic (3) 

Implicational Aboutness Topic  

After-thought Topic  

 

Types of topic and topic marking in Prinmi 

  zero ggi bbo ggi bbo 

Function   
Topic; 

Accessible 

Referent 

Contrast; 

Frame-

setting 

Contrastive 

topic 

Aboutness Topic 

(AbT) 
      

Frame-setting Topic 

(FsT) 
      

Contrastive AbT   ()   

Contrastive FsT        

Implicational AbT       

After-thought Topic        
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The information structure of topic construction 

Hanging Topic 

Complexity of the topic-comment construction (1) 

Contrastive topic-comment construction 

      Topic1-Comment1 + Topic2-Comment2 (+ … + Topicn-Commentn) 

Complexity of the topic-comment construction (2) 

Chained comment construction 

      Topic + Comment1 + Comment2 (+ … + Commentn) 

Complexity of the topic-comment construction (3) 

Recursive topic-comment construction 

    Hanging TopicS + Comment 
      // 

                   TopicS1-Comment1 (+ … + TopicSn-CommentSn) 

Hanging Topic 
Topic1 

Topic2 

Topicn 

Summary―Topic prominence in Prinmi  
• Aboutness topic and frame-setting topic represent the basic type of 

topic and are usually marked by different clitics; 

• Pragmatically, topic can be furthered divided into contrastive topic 

and implicational topic; 

• Semanto-syntatically, after-thought topic and hanging topic are two 

special topics; 

• Generally there is no one-to-one relation between the type of topic 

and topic marking; 

• The Topic-Comment Construction is extremely common; 

• Information structure starts with the frame-setting topic (optional) 

and the aboutseness topic, followed by a comment; 

• The number of topic and/or comment can be increased through 

coordination, clause-chaining, and topic-comment embedding. 
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