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Abstract: This article explores the low IP area of Najdi Arabic, with special
reference to a construction involving a post-verbal object that is resumed on the
verb (as in ‘Theman saw-her the woman’). We provide evidence that the object is a
topic in the low IP area in such cases. However, the position of the object in the low
IP area is masked by the movement of the verb to T0 or, in some cases (if T0 is
lexically filled) to the head of the low Focus Phrase. We also provide evidence that
Najdi Arabic low topics exclusively express given, accessible information
(i.e., familiar topics), which is found to be a prominent characteristic that distin-
guishes them from high topics (in the CP domain). High topics are shown to be
ambiguous with respect to their specific discourse-informational value (about-
ness/shifting vs. contrastiveness vs. familiarity). Additionally, we offer evidence
that low topics in Najdi Arabic are recursive, dominated by a low Focus Phrase
(FocP > TopP*). At a general level, the study demonstrates that topics in the low IP
area are more restrictive in their informational content than previously believed.

Keywords: low IP area; Najdi Arabic; topics typology; verb movement

1 Introduction

The cartographic approach to syntactic structure has been increasingly used as a
tool to investigate the nature of the structural and functional make-up of natural
languages (Belletti 2004, 2005; Cinque 1999, 2002; Cinque and Rizzi 2008; Rizzi
1997, 2004 among many others). The cartography of syntactic structures is a
framework that “seeks to determine the number, type, and layering of the func-
tional heads in clause structure as well as in the internal structure of nominal
expressions andother phrases” (Brugé et al. 2012: 3). A body of related research has
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shown that cartography is not only a theoretical enterprise that accounts for the
presence of functional elements but also a syntactic approach that unearths the
hierarchical projections and their structural properties that are bypassed by other
alternatives, e.g., ones adopting a non-split CP view of sentence structure (see
Haegeman 2012; Shlonsky 2015; Svenonius 2014). The validity of this approach also
crystalizes in situations where the role of discourse and information structure in
sentence processing and formation is manifested. This is mainly achieved because
cartography is a restrictive theory that assumes “a one-to-one relation between
position and interpretation” (Cinque 1999: 132).

This article makes use of one of the advancements of the cartographic
approach, namely the low IP area framework (Belletti 2004, 2005) in order to
explore a set of intriguing structures from Najdi Arabic (NA) and position them in
thewider theoretical context. This exploration provides evidence fromNA showing
that the low IP area subsumes functional discourse projections whose hierarchical
distribution and interpretive content are not completely identical to their coun-
terparts in the CP domain. For instance, Topic Phrase in the low IP area of NA is
shown not to dominate Focus Phrase, implying that the low IP area is not quite a
mirror image of the syntactic structure at the left periphery, as assumed by some
(see Belletti 2004). The low IP area is found to be amore restrictive domainwhere a
particular type of information is projected and interpreted.

The following discussion is structured as follows. Section 2 contains a sum-
mary of the data relevant to the analysis. It is followed by an analysis of the data
using the low IP area framework to account for the syntactic constructions under
discussion. Section 4 provides evidence that low topics in NA express a specific
informational value (i.e., familiar topical information), as opposed to high CP
topics, which are shown to be ambiguous in their interpretation unless some
syntactic element, such as certain topic particles, is used. Section 5 contains the
conclusion.

2 Setting the scene

In this section, we provide a descriptive overview of the (un)marked word order in
NA. Second, we discuss a particular construction which we term as “clitic-object
construction”, where the postverbal object is resumed on the verb by a pronominal
clitic that mirrors the ɸ-content of the object.

Najdi Arabic (NA) is an Arabic dialect spoken predominantly in themiddle and
northern regions of the Arabian Peninsula (Abboud 1964; Ingham 1994). NA has
attracted the attention of many researchers, especially in the last two decades
(Alshamari 2017a, 2017b; Alshammari 2018; AlShammiry 2007; Alsweel 1981;
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Ingham 2010; Jarrah and Zibin 2016; Lewis 2013). Word order patterns, pragmatic
and discourse-interpretive properties of discourse particles, information structure,
multiple wh-constructions, adverbial clauses, verbal system, and genitive con-
structions are among the main issues that have been explored in this regard (see
Alshamari 2017a for an overview).

Almost all studies onNA syntax converge on the assumption that NA is an SVO
language, where the preverbal subject is neutrally interpreted as the grammatical
subject of the sentence, without expressing any informational content relating to
discourse saliency/giveness or newness. For instance, AlShammiry (2007: 6) treats
the preverbal subject in (1a) as a neutral subject (i.e., the subject is shown to
express no discourse value, e.g., a topic or a focus), to which the property
expressed in the predicate of the clause is potentially attributed. This results in the
subject-predicate construction. The sentences in (1b)–(1d) include other instances
of SVO clauses (all examples in this article are from NA; unless otherwise stated):1

(1) a. ʔal-bana:t ʃa:f-an ʔal-film
DEF-girls see.PST-3PL.F DEF-movie
‘The girls saw the movie.’

b. fira:s ʃa:f ʔas-sajja:rah bi-s-sa:ħah
Firas see.PST.3SG.M DEF-car in-DEF-yard
‘Firas saw the car in the yard.’

c. ʔal-ʔiʕj:al ʔilʕab-u: ku:rah
DEF-boys play.PST-3PL.M ball
‘The boys played football.’

d. ʔar-radʒadʒi:l ʔirkab-u: ʔal-xe:l
DEF-men ride.PST-3PL.M DEF-horses
‘The men rode the horses.’

Alshamari (2017a: 19) mentions that an SVO sentence forms a felicitous answer to
a what-happens question, i.e., a complete thought expressed by a proposition
with a neutral-description reading (i.e., a thetic reading; cf. Kuno 1973). An
answer to a what-happens question would thus be expressed through a form of
the unmarked word order used in a given language, which is the SVO word order
in NA. This essentially implies that the subject is discourse free in SVO clauses in
NA. Additionally, Alshamari (2017a) mentions that the SVO word order in NA is
predominantly used in embedded contexts, which are crosslinguistically often

1 We use the IPA system to transliterate all examples in this article and the Leipzig Glossing Rules
for the gloss of all examples. We also adjusted the gloss of some examples taken from other
resources (as acknowledged in the text) to these rules for clarity.

Low topics in Najdi Arabic 1013



used as diagnostics to identify the unmarked word order of a given language (see,
e.g., Bader and Häussler 2010; Jarrah 2019; Vikner 1994).2

Other word order patterns are nonetheless still productive in NA, particu-
larly the VSO word order, which is viewed as a common marked word order
across NA subdialects (Abboud 1964; Ingham 1994). This contrasts with Stan-
dard Arabic (SA), where VSO is regarded as the predominant, unmarked word
order (Aoun et al. 2010; Fassi Fehri 1993; Parkinson 1981; Soltan 2007). Alsha-
mari (2017a, 2017b) and Alshammari (2018), among others, propose that VSO
clauses in NA are syntactically derived through themovement of the lexical verb
to a left-peripheral position, undergoing focalization, while the rest of the
clause expresses the background of the proposition (i.e., the presupposition).
The following sentence is an example of VSO order taken from Alshamari
(2017a: 20):

(2) ʃa:f fira:s ʔas-sajja:rah bi-s-sa:ħah
see.PST.3SG.M Firas DEF-car in- DEF-yard

An approximate interpretive translation of (2) would be ‘It was seeing that Firas
was doing with the car in the yard.’

VSOword order in NA is thus used to focus on the eventuality described in the
clause, which is derivationally achieved by focalizing the verb, i.e., the verbmoves
to the head of Focus Phrase in the left periphery (see Ouhalla 1994 for an analysis
along these lines).

Other marked word orders are also attested in NA. For instance, the following
sentences are examples of the marked order OSV:

(3) a. ʔar-ruxsˤah ʔas-sa:jiq ʔistalam(-ah)
DEF-license DEF-driver receive.PST.3SG.M-3SG.F
‘The license, the driver received it.’

b. ʔas-sajja:rah fira:s ʃa:f(-ah) bi-s-sa:ħah
DEF-car Firas see.PST.3SG.M-3SG.F in- DEF-yard
‘The car, Firas saw it in the yard.’

Note that in OSV clauses, the verb may carry a resumptive clitic of the fronted
object. When this clitic appears on the verb, it is indicative that the object serves as
a topic (an element whose informational content is given/old, as it is recoverable
from the precedingdiscourse). On the other hand,when this resumptive clitic is not

2 See Benmamoun (2000), Jarrah (2017a), Lewis (2013), and Mohammad (2000) for the view that
the preverbal subject in SVO clauses is a true subject (located in Spec,TP), not a topic or a focus in
Arabic dialects including Moroccan Arabic, Palestinian Arabic, and Jordanian Arabic.
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used, the fronted object is interpreted as a contrastive focus.3 The resumptive
clitics are widely analyzed as pronouns that areĀ-bound by their antecedents that
are merged in their surface position (Demirdache 1991; Shlonsky 1992; Wahba
1984; see Choueiri 2002 for related discussion).

In NA, a resumptive clitic of the object also appears on the verb in OVS clauses,
signaling topicality of the fronted object:4

(4) a. ʔar-ruxsˤah ʔistalam-ah ʔas-sa:jiɡ
DEF-license receive.PST.3SG.M-3SG.F DEF-driver
‘The license, the driver received (it).’

b. ʔas-sajja:rah ʃaf-ah fira:s bi-s-sa:ħah
DEF-car see.PST.3SG.M-3SG.F Firas in-DEF-yard
‘The car, Firas saw (it) in the yard.’

The presence of the resumptive clitic mirroring the object on the verb, and indi-
cating topicality of the preverbal object, is also attested in Standard Arabic (SA),
whose topics are distributionally identified through their sentence-initial position,
and morphologically by nominative case (Albuhayri 2019; Ouhalla 1997; Soltan
2007; among others). Consider the following OVS sentences from SA.

(5) a. ʔal-riwa:yat-u ʔallafat-ha zaynab-u
DEF-novel-NOM write.PST.3SG.F-3SG.F Zaynab-NOM
‘(As for) the novel, Zaynab wrote it.’
(Ouhalla 1997: 12)

b. ʔal-kita:b-u qaraʔa-hu zayd-un
DEF-book-NOM read.PST.3SG.M-3SG.M Zayd-NOM
‘The book, Zayd read it.’
(Soltan 2007: 51).

The presence of the sentence-initial object marked with nominative case is inter-
preted as a topical element that is base-generated in the left periphery. Its thematic
position is filled with a resumptive clitic that is incorporated into the verb during
sentence derivation. Ouhalla (1997) refers to the constructions in (5) as instances of
“left-dislocated phrases” (LD-phrases) (see also Soltan 2007). Aoun and Benma-
moun (1998) refer to them as “clitic left-dislocation” (CLLD), which is a familiar
construction in Romance languages, including Italian and Spanish (Cinque 1990).

3 The difference between the two interpretations of the fronted object can also bemarked through
intonation. The focused object is accompaniedby a high-pitch contour that gradually falls towards
the end of the sentence. On the other hand, when the fronted object is a topic, the intonational
contour rises towards the end.
4 Note that the presence of the object clitic on the verb in OVS clauses in NA is obligatory for most
speakers.
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Whatever the terminology used for the constructions in (5) is, the common view
regarding the position of the fronted object is that it is not an outcome of
movement.

An important point to be mentioned here is that NA exhibits highly productive
instances of a construction where the clitic still occurs on the verb while the object
appears postverbally. This is clearly shown in the following examples (the clitic is
boldfaced).5

(6) a. ʔas-sa:jiɡ ʔistalam-ah ʔar-ruxsˤah
DEF-driver receive.PST.3SG.M-3SG.F DEF-license
‘The license, the driver received it.’

b. fira:s ʃa:f-uh ʔal-ba:s bi-s-sa:ħah
Firas see.PST.3SG.M-3SG.M DEF-bus in-DEF-yard
‘The bus, Firas saw it in the yard.’

c. ʔal-ʔaʕj:al ʔalʕaba-u:-hin ʔal-kura:t
DEF-boys play.PST-3PL.M-3PL.F DEF-balls
‘The balls, the boys played (with) them.’

d. ʔar-radʒadʒi:l ʔirkab-u:-hin ʔal-xe:l
DEF-men ride.PST-3PL.M-3PL.F DEF-horses
‘The horses, the men rode them.’

The examples in (6) share some distinctive morphological and interpretive prop-
erties. Firstly, the verb bears a clitic that, on the surface, doubles the ɸ-content of
the postverbal object. Secondly, the object should be interpreted as a discourse-
given element, à la Reinhart (1981). One piece of evidence that indicates an inti-
mate link between the presence of this object doubling clitic on the verb and the
givenness of the object comes from the incompatibility of this clitic with nonspe-
cific, indefinite objects, which do not convey given information (see, among

5 A similar construction can be found in other Arabic dialects, including Jordanian Arabic and
Palestinian Arabic. For instance, sentence (6a) is deemed acceptable for 10 native speakers of
Jordanian Arabic and 10 native speakers of Palestinian Arabic, under proper discourse condi-
tions – the object should be interpreted as a discourse-salient element that expresses given in-
formation. Consider the following example from Jordanian Arabic.

(i) ʔiʃ-ʃufe:r ʔistalam-ha *(ʔar-)ruxsˤah
DEF-driver receive.PST.3SG.M-3SG.F DEF-license
‘The license, the driver received it.’

We extend our proposal of clitic-object constructions of NA to the corresponding constructions in
Jordanian Arabic and Palestinian Arabic, given that the same interpretation of the topics is
obtained in these three dialects.
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others, Chafe 1976; Rizzi 2004). This incompatibility between the clitic and the
indefinite/nonspecific object is shown in the following examples.

(7) a. ʔas-sa:jiɡ ʔistalam-*ah ruxsˤah
DEF-driver receive.PST.3SG.M-3SG.F license
Intended: ‘A license, the driver received it.’

b. fira:s ʃa:f-*uh ba:s bi-s-sa:ħah
Firas see.PST.3SG.M-3SG.M bus in-DEF-yard
Intended: ‘A bus, Firas saw it in the yard.’

c. ʔal-ʕj:al ʔalʕaba-u:-*hin kura:t
DEF-boys play.PST-3PL.M-3PL.F balls
Intended: ‘balls, the boys played (with) them.’

d. ʔar-radʒadʒi:l ʔirkab-u:-*hin xe:l
DEF-men ride.PST-3PL.M-3PL.F horses
Intended: ‘Horses, the men rode them.’

Additionally, clitics of this type are incompatible with postverbal objects that are
contrastively interpreted as implying corrective focus, one type of contrastive
focus (see Jarrah 2020; Jarrah and Abusalem 2021; Ouhalla 1997; Steube 2001;
Zimmermann 2008). Consider the following two examples, where the clitic is
banned, as the corrective reading of the object is enforced.

(8) a. ʔas-sa:jiɡ ʔistalam(*-ah) ʔar-ruxsˤah mu ʔal-muxa:lafah
DEF-driver receive.PST.3SG.M-3SG.F DEF-license not DEF-ticket
‘The driver got the license not the ticket.’

b. fira:s ʃa:f(*-uh) ʔal-ba:s mu ʔas-sijja:rah
Firas see.PST.3SG.M-3SG.M DEF-bus not DEF-car
‘Firas saw the bus not the car in the yard.’

The fact that the clitic on the verb is not compatible with correctively focused
elements, which are definite in (8), strongly indicates that the occurrence of this
clitic on the verb should not be attributed to the definiteness of the object. We
propose that clitics of this type only appear on the verb when the postverbal object
is a topic. Consider the following dialogue, which shows that the object (in the last
utterance) is a topic.

(9) (Context: The participants discussing one of their colleagues’ new novels)
Speaker A. ɡare:t riwa:jat na:jif

read.PST.2SG novel Naif
‘Have you read Naif’s novel?’

Speaker B. ʔal-ruwa:jah mu ze:nah
DEF-novel not good
‘The novel is not good.’
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Speaker C. ʔal-qisˤsˤah kull-ah tafasˤi:l ħilwah wa-muʃawiɡah
DEF-narrative all-3SG.F details good and-exciting
‘[How come] The narrative is full of good and exciting details.’

Speaker D. tˤajjib bus ʔad-dicto:r ju:sif ɡar-ah
Ok but ʔal–doctor Yousef read.PST.3SG.M-3SG.F
ʔal-riwa:jjah w-ɡa:l mu muntaðˤama
DEF-novel and-say.PST.3SG.M not well-organized
‘Ok, but Dr. Yousef read the novel and said it is not well-
organized.’

Speaker D’s utterance includes an instance of an SVO clause where the verb is
resumed by a non-fronted object, in a construction that we will henceforth call
“clitic-object construction”. Being discourse-accessible, the object in Speaker’s D
utterance is a topic rather than a focus, or even a neutral element. That is because
the object in such cases expresses given information that is well-established
(salient) in the preceding discourse.

The following dialogue is another example where the interpretive property of
the topical object in clitic-object constructions becomes apparent.

(10) (Context: Friends discussing their lunch)
Speaker A: dʒuʕani:n ʔaʃ:-ʃaba:b

hungry guys
‘Are you hungry, guys?’

Speaker B: min ʔasˤ-sˤubuħ ma ʔakal-na
since DEF-morning not eat.PST-1.PL
‘We have not eaten since morning.’

Speaker A: xal natˤlub wadʒba:t
let.us order. IMPF.1.PL meals
‘Let us order some meals.’

Speaker B: ʔaðˤ-ðˤa:hir fi:h ʔiʃwajjet ʔakil bi-l-matˤbax
perhaps there some food in-DEF-kitchen
‘Perhaps there is some food in the kitchen.’

Speaker C: mu ʔaki:d fi:h ka:fi
not sure there enough
‘It is not sure if there is enough food in the kitchen.’

Speaker D: ma fi:h ʃaj Ali kala-hin ʔal-fetˤa:jer
not there thing Ali eat.PST.3SG.M-3PL.M DEF-pies
‘There is nothing. The pies, Ali ate them.’

The dialogue in (10) is about food, which has acquired a discourse status as “given”
at this stage of the conversation. Speaker D’s utterance contains the DP ʔalfetˤa:jer
‘the pies’, which expresses discourse-given information as well, as it is a hyponym
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of the topic referent food. The constituent ʔalfetˤa:jer is resumed on the verb
through the clitic (-hin).

The generalization made at this point is that the object in clitic-object con-
structions expresses discourse-given information (interpreted as a topic). The
interpretation of the object in such cases is, ceteris paribus, similar to the examples
where the object appears sentence-initially and is resumed on the verb (see the
examples in (3)). An important question that has to be resolved here iswhy the verb
is still resumed by a resumptive clitic that is associated with the postverbal object.

In the next section, we propose that the object in clitic-object constructions is a
topic that is located in the low IP area of the clause (cf. Belletti 2004, 2005).6

3 Low topics in NA

Given that the object in clitic-object constructions is interpreted as a topic, we
propose that the object in these constructions is a topic that is located in the low IP
area. In other words, the object is not situated in its thematic position but is base
generated in the Spec(ifer position) of Topic Phrase that is projected in the low IP
area. Belletti (2004, 2005) argues that natural languages subsume a discourse-
related field that is situated above vP and below TP. This field includes recursive
Topic Phrase and non-recursive Focus Phrase. The low IP area is schematically
represented in the following tree diagram in Example 11.

(11)

6 In this article, we focus on the derivation of low topics in NA with special reference to the clitic-
object constructions. We do not discuss the structural differences between low topics and high
topics, as this definitely requires a study of its own.
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As shown in the schematic representation in (11), Topic Phrases can be projected
between TP and vP. In fact, there has been a lot of crosslinguistic research arguing
in favor of the existence of this area in many languages (e.g., Italian, Chinese,
English, Jordanian Arabic, etc.; cf. Duncan et al. 2018; Garzonio 2006; Jarrah and
Abusalem 2021; Paul 2005; Poletto 2006). However, there is no research that at-
tempts to test whether or not NA (as well as other varieties in the Arabian Penin-
sula) projects this area. The null hypothesis is that the low IP area is present in all
languages, given it is provided by UG (see Belletti 2004, 2005). Jarrah and Abu-
salem (2021) argue extensively for the presence of this area in Jordanian Arabic (JA)
grammar. Their main evidence comes from the movement of the verb and the
discourse value of the subject in VSO clauses. Examining a two-million-word
corpus of naturally occurring data from JA, supported by grammaticality judg-
ments from 50 JA speakers, Jarrah andAbusalem (2021) find that the subject in VSO
clauses in JA is mostly either a definite DP or a modified, indefinite DP (repre-
senting about 96% of all tokens of the subject in VS[O] clauses in their corpus).
Consider the following VSO examples from JA that include definite subjects (12a), a
specific, indefinite subject (12b), and amodified, indefinite subject (12c) (Jarrah and
Abusalem 2021: 130).

(12) a. dʒahhaz ʔiz-zalameh ʔil-bari:d
prepare.PST.3SG.M DEF-man DEF-post
‘The man prepared the post.”

b. sallaħ muhandis min-l-dʒa:mʕah ʔis-sistim
fix.PST.3SG.M engineer from-DEF-university DEF-system
‘An engineer from the university fixed the system.’

c. sa:ɡat marah ħilwa ʔil-ba:sˤ
drive.PST.3SG.M woman beautiful DEF-bus
‘A beautiful woman drove the bus.’

Jarrah and Abusalem (2021) take the status of the subject in VSO clauses in JA as
evidence that a certain informational value (i.e., a topic or a focus) is assigned to
the post-verbal subject in VSO clauses. Coupled with other tests including the
linear position of the subject with respect to the past tense copula ka:n and high vP
and IP adverbials, Jarrah and Abusalem (2021) propose that the subject in VSO
clauses is a topic or contrastive focus that is positioned in a discoursefield between
TP and vP.

We propose that NA, similar to JA and other languages with corresponding
structures, projects a low IP area with a recursively-layered Topic Phrase as well as
Focus Phrase. Due to the fact that the object in clitic-object constructions is
interpreted as a topic, we claim that the object is first merged in this area as a low
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topic.7 This indicates that the objectmaintains a higher structural position than the
lexical verb in sentence derivation, as the low IP area is located above vP (see 11).
However, this high position of the low topic relative to the lexical verb ismasked by
the independently motivated movement of the verb to T0 in Arabic (see Benma-
moun 2000; Ouhalla 1994). This is schematically shown in the following tree (the
lexical verb in Arabic adjoins to v0 prior to its movement to T0; silent copies appear
between < >).

(13)

Given that T0 is structurally higher than all elements in the low IP, the verb appears
to the left of the topical object, generating the SVO word order in the surface. In
other words, movement of the verb to T0 is what makes the object appear to the
right of the verb on the surface.

Let us now turn out attention to instances where T0 is lexically supported by
the past tense copula ka:n. In such cases, the verb may appear to the left of the
topical object (14) as well as to the right of it (15).

(14) a. ʔas-sa:jiɡ ka:n jistalm-ah ʔar-ruxsˤah
DEF-driver be.PST.3SG.M receive.IMPF.3SG.M-3SG.F DEF-license
‘The license, the driver was receiving it.’

b. ʔal-ʔaʕj:al ka:n-u jalʕaba-u:-hin ʔal-kura:t
DEF-boys be.PST-3PL.M play.IMPF-3PL.M-3PL.F DEF-balls
‘The balls, the boys were playing (with) them.’

7 Our assumption that the topical object in clitic-object constructions is base-generated in the low
IP area implies that the object is not merged in its thematic position which is, following Shlonsky
(1997), among others, filled with the resumptive clitic that appears on the verb.
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(15) a. ʔas-sa:jiɡ ka:n ʔar-ruxsˤah jistalm-ah
DEF-driver be.PST.3SG.M DEF-license receive.IMPF.3SG.M-3SG.F
‘The license, the driver was receiving it.’

b. ʔal-ʔaʕj:al ka:n-u ʔal-kura:t jalʕaba-u:-hin
DEF-boys be.PST-3PL.M DEF-balls play.IMPF-3PL.M-3PL.F
‘The balls, the boys were playing (with) them.’

We can see that in (14) the object still occurs to the right of the verb, although T0 is
lexically supported by ka:n. For such cases, we propose that the verb in (14) moves
to the head of Focus Phrase that is projected above Topic Phrase in the low IP area
(below T0), which is filled with ka:n. Recall that the low IP area includes Topic
Phrase, which is dominated by Focus Phrase (see 11). Evidence that the verb in (14)
is located in the low Focus Phrase comes from the fact that the verb in such cases is
felicitously interpreted as a contrastive focus; otherwise, the sentence is deemed
unacceptable by NA native speakers. The verb must be associated with a unique
intonational pattern; it takes a rising contour, which then falls towards the end of
the sentence.

The following dialogue presents an example with T0 which is lexically sup-
ported by ka:n, while the verb appears to the left of the topical object. The verb is
interpreted as a contrastively focused element.

(16) (Context: Students are discussing one of their friends’ academic
achievements)
Speaker A. mustafa risab bi-l-ʔimtiħa:n

Mustafa fail.PST.3SG.M in-DEF-exam
‘Mustafa failed the exam.’

Speaker B. raħ jinfisˤil min ʔal-dʒa:mʕah
will fire.PASS.IMPF.3SG.M from DEF-university
‘He will be dismissed from the university.’

Speaker C. le:ʃ ʕa:d ðˤuru:f-uh tama:m
why admittedly conditions-his good
‘Why is this? His conditions are admittedly good.’

Speaker D. bas ka:n ʔijsa:wi:-hin wadgiba:t-uh
but be.PST.3SG.M do.IMPF3SG.M-3PL.F homework-his
kill-hin mu jinsa:-hin
all-it not neglect.PASS.IMPF.3SG.M-3PL.F
‘He also always did his homework not neglecting them.’

In Speaker D’s utterance, the lexical verb ʔijsa:wi is not tensed (T0 is lexically
supported by ka:n). Given the fact that contrastive focus in Arabic is marked by
movement (Moutaouakil 1989; Ouhalla 1997), we cannot only assume that the verb
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adjoins to little v0 (because the verb adjoins to v0, irrespective of the informational
value assigned to the verb). We propose that the lexical verb in Speaker D’s ut-
terance moves to Focus Phrase that is situated in the low IP area. Because the
object is situated in the low topic, a resumptive clitic on the verb is used.

The presence of contrastive focus in the low IP area is attested in a number of
languages, including JA. Jarrah and Abusalem (2021: 137) mention that “[t]here is
strong evidence that the low IP domain in JA includes not only (recursive) Topic
Phrase, but also a projection hosting contrastive Focus Phrase”. Their main evi-
dence comes from the fact that the subject in VSO clauses in JA can be contrasted
with another element. For example, sentence (17a) expresses that it was the lady,
not her daughter, who visited us, whereas (17b) states that it was Isaam, not Ali,
who stole the car (the two examples have been taken from Jarrah and Abusalem
2021: 137–138).

(17) a. ʔidʒ-at ʔil-marah mu:ʃ binit-ha ʕale:-na
come.PST-3SG.F DEF-lady not daughter-her to-us
‘It was the lady not her daughter who visited us.’

b. sarag ʕisa:m mu:ʃ ʕali ʔis-sajja:ra
steal.PST.3SG.M Isaam not Ali DEF-car
‘It was Isaam not Ali who stole the car.’

Following Molnár (2002), Jarrah and Abusalem (2021) argue that the fact that the
subject in VSO clauses can be contrasted with another element gives rise to a
contrastive focus reading. The postverbal subject in the two examples in (17) ne-
gates the value assigned to a variable in the assertion structure of the previous
discourse, which introduces an alternative value for such a variable (see Zubi-
zarreta 1998).

By contrast, when the verb is not contrastively focused (as shown in 15,
reproduced below as (18)), it appears to the right of the object, which we attribute
to the lack of verb movement to Focus Phrase. The object is still a low topic that is
resumed on the verb.

(18) a. ʔas-sa:jiɡ ka:n ʔar-ruxsˤah jistalm-ah
DEF-driver be.PST.3SG.M DEF-license receive.IMPF.3SG.M-3SG.F
‘The license, the driver was receiving it.’

b. ʔal-ʕj:al ka:n-u ʔal-kura:t jalʕaba-u:-hin
DEF-boys be.PST-3PL.M DEF-balls play.IMPF-3PL.M-3PL.F
‘The balls, the boys were playing (with) them.’

One point to underscore here is that when the verb expresses (non-contrastive)
new information, it appears to the right of the topical object, as shown in the
following pair.
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(19) Speaker A: wiʃ ʔir-ridʒdʒa:l ka:n ʔijʕmal bi-l-ʔiflu:s
what DEF-man be.PST.3SG.M do.IMPF.3SG.M with-DEF-money
‘What was the man doing with the money?’

Speaker B: ʔir-ridʒdʒa:l ka:n l-iflu:s jisˤrif-hin
DEF-man be.PST.3SG.M DEF-money spend.IMPF.3SG.M-3PL.F
ʕala ħari:m-uh
on wives-his
‘The money, the man was spending them on his wives.’

The verb does not express contrastive or corrective information; hence it remains
in situ (given that T0 is lexically supported by ka:n). As already mentioned in
Moutaouakil (1989), among others, elements that express new information
remain in situ in Arabic grammar. This is significant here because it provides
evidence that the object in Speaker B’s answer is not located in its thematic
position, as it appears to the left of the verb that expresses new information.
Notice that the fact that the elements expressing new information (which are not
contrastive) do not appear in the low IP area is at variance with Belletti’s (2004)
work on Italian, where low foci express new information, while high foci express
contrast.

A related observation that deserves mentioning at this point is the fact that the
object in clitic-object constructions can be extraposed. An adverbial can intervene
between the verb and the topical object, as shown in the following example.

(20) fira:s ʃa:f-uh bi-s-sa:ħah ʔal-ba:s
Firas see.PST.3SG.M-3SG.M in-DEF-yard DEF-bus
‘The bus, Firas saw it in the yard.’

The extraposition of the topical object is a compelling argument that the verb
and the object are not underlyingly adjacent; they are not located under the
same XP. Given that low Topic Phrase is recursive, the low IPA area is thus
predicted to accommodate more than one topical element. We propose that PP
bissa:ħah ‘in the yard’ is a low topic in (20), hence its position to the left of the
topical object.8

As amatter of fact, PP bissa:ħah ‘in the yard’ can be interpreted as a topic even
if it appears to the right of the topical object, as shown in the following dialogue.

(21) Speaker A: sa:ħat ʔal-madrisa kibi:rah
yard DEF-school massive
‘The school’s yard is massive.’

8 In this study, we adopt Kayne’s (1994) restrictive theory of phrase structure, where hierarchical
structures map onto a particular surface linearization.
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Speaker B: tadri ʔinn-hum jalʕab-u:n ba-ah
know.PRES.2SG COMP-them play.PRES-3PL.M in-it
‘Do you know that they play in it.’

Speaker A: w-jusu:ɡ-u:n ba:-ah baʕad
and-drive.PRES-3PL.M in-it too
‘They are driving (their cars) in it as well.’

Speaker D: ʔi:h fira:s ʃaf-uh ʔal-ba:s bi-s-sa:ħa
Yes, Firas see.PST.3SG.M-3SG.M DEF-bus in-DEF-yard
‘In the yard, the bus, Firas saw it.’

The PP bissa:ħah ‘in the yard’ is a topic expressing accessible information that is
alreadywell-established in the previous discourse. Assuming our analysis to clitic-
object constructions in NA to be valid (i.e., the object is a low topic) as well as the
recursivity of low topics in the low IP domain, the PP bissa:ħah ‘in the yard’
functions as a topic. This is expected under the proposal that low topics, like high
topics, are recursive, hence the possibility of having stacked topics following each
other in the sentence.9 Consider the following tree structure (irrelevant details are
skipped).

(22)

 

The tree in (22) implies that the PP bissa:ħah ‘in the yard’ in Speaker A’s last
sentence in (21) does not adjoin to VP. Rather, it is located in the low IP area,

9 Note that many adverbials can be inserted between the verb and the object, provided that the
(non-tensed) verb expresses contrastive information, and the object and the intervening adverbial
express old information. This is in concert with the assumption that low topics are recursive.
Additionally, it appears that there is no constraint on the relative ordering of the topical object and
topical adverbials. The former can precede, follow, or even intervene between them.
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dominated by Topic Phrase, whose Spec is filledwith the topical object. This line of
analysis provides us with an account of why elements such as bissa:ħah ‘in the
yard’ and the topical object both express topicality, while they are situated in a
postverbal position. In our account, topicality is only expressed by elements which
are located in a designated Topic Phrase; however, the movement of other sen-
tential elements, including the verb, to a higher structural position gives rise to the
surface output where such elements remain in situ.10

Further evidence supporting our view regarding adverbials that are located
between the topical object and the verb as topics comes from the fact that the
relevant sentences are deemed unacceptable by native speakers if such adverbials
express new information. This is shown in the following dialogue, where the PP
adverbial expresses new information:

(23) Speaker A: min we:n ʔal-mudi:r ka:n
from where DEF-manager be.PST.3SG.M
jiʃtari ʔal-ʔadʒhizah
buy.IMPF.3SG.M DEF-devices
‘From where was the manager buying the devices?’

Speaker B: ʔal-mudi:r ka:n ʔal-ʔadʒhizah
DEF-manager be.PST.3SG.M DEF-devices
(*min dʒaddah) jiʃtari:-ha (min dʒaddah)
from Jeddah buy.IMPF.3SG.M-3SG.F from Jeddah

‘The manager was buying the devices from Jeddah.’
‘

The fact that the PP min dʒaddah ‘from Jeddah’ in Speaker B’s answer appears to
the right of the verb is expected, as the PP expresses new information that is not
morphosyntactically marked in Arabic grammar. Locative PPs in Arabic typically
appear to the right of the object on the surface (see Jarrah 2017b). Additionally, the
fact that the PP min dʒaddah is not permitted to appear to the left to the verb is
significant, as it provides evidence that adjuncts in NA grammar do not adjoin to
the low IP area unless they are assigned a certain discourse value (topical or
contrastive).

10 An alternative to the derivation in (22) is that the extraposition implies movement of the object
or PP to the right periphery.However, this alternative goes against the generally accepted view that
movement to the right is not permitted in natural languages (see Abels and Neeleman 2012; Kayne
1994). Additionally, movement to the right periphery is less motivated as the object and the PP in
clitic-object constructions are constrained in the sense that they should express given information.
Right adjunction does not account for this constraint on the informational value assigned to the
object or the PP in such cases.
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The assumption that the low IP area includes a recursive Topic Phrase is
discussed in Belletti (2004) for Italian. For instance, Gianni and the PP al direttore
‘to the director’ in (23) are analyzed as topics located in the low IP area (Belletti
2004: 38):11

(24) sì, sì ha poi parlato, Gianni, al direttore
yes yes has then spoken Gianni to the director

According to Belletti,Gianni and the PP al direttore ‘to the director’ are pronounced
with a downgrading intonation that is not normally found with true subjects
(filling Spec,TP).

In a related vein, Jarrah and Abusalem (2021) maintain that JA provides evi-
dence that low topics are recursive. For instance, the subject in the following VSO
clause is followed by a locative adverbial bi-rbid, which is analyzed as a topical
element because its surface position (between the subject and the object) is not the
same as the discourse neutral position in theArabic clause for locatives (Jarrah and
Abusalem 2021: 136).

(25) ʔaʕtˤa fala:ħ bi-rbid ʔil-ħasu:b la-aħmad
give.PST.3SG.M Falaaħ in-Irbid DEF-computer to-Ahamd
‘In Irbid, Falaah gave the computer to Ahmad.’

Jarrah and Abusalem (2021) mention that non-topical locative PPs in JA (and in
Arabic in general; Jarrah 2017b) are normally located at the end of the clause, as
shown in the following example (Jarrah and Abusalem 2021: 136).

(26) sˤaff ʔil-muhandis ʔil-bakam
park.PST.3SG.M DEF-engineer DEF-pickup truck
bi-s-su:ɡ ʕind ʔil-banik
in-DEF-market next to DEF-bank
‘The engineer parked the pickup truck in the market next to the bank.’

This discussion reveals that adverbials that appear between the verb and the object
are low topics whose presence in the sentence provides evidence for the recursivity
of low topics in NA.

With this being the case, clitic-object constructions are similar to Clitic Right
Dislocation (CLRD) discussed in Cecchetto (1999) and Frascarelli (2000, 2004). For
instance, Cecchetto (1999) provides several pieces of empirical evidence that the
topic position involved in right dislocation (including the right-dislocated object)
is indeed low in the clause structure, i.e., the VP periphery.

11 Belletti (2004) does not provide a translation for the sentence in (24).
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(27) a. Io lo odio, Gianni
I him hate Gianni
(Cecchetto 1999: 40)

b. Io l’ho visto, Gianni
I him have seen Gianni
(Cecchetto 1999: 47)

Cecchetto (1999) argues that CLRDdoes not involve adjunction of the dislocatedXP
to the right of the same node that hosts a left dislocated XP (an assumption known
as the “mirror hypothesis”). He also shows that a CLRD sentence cannot be the
result of double topicalization movement (cf. Kayne 1994). Under the latter anal-
ysis, the right dislocated XP is left dislocated, giving rise to an ordinary clitic left
dislocation (CLLD) sentence. Afterwards, the IP that includes the base-generation
position of the dislocated XP is dislocated, i.e., moved to a higher CP position.
Based on a cluster of several apparently unrelated differences between CLLD and
CLRD, including anti-reconstruction effects and ECP effects, Cecchetto (1999) ar-
gues that the object in CLRD constructions is positioned in the VP periphery which
Belletti (2004) later argues to be the same as the low IP area.

Beforewe discuss our assumption that low topics in NA express a unique value
of given information (i.e., familiar topical information), we would like to discuss a
related construction in Levantine Arabic that appears to be amenable to our
analysis developed for the object in clitic-object constructions in NA. In Levantine
Arabic, the accusative object can be matched by the clitic that appears on the verb
and is prefixed with a dative preposition, as shown in the following example
(Shlonsky 1997: 195) (for ease of reference, we term these constructions as “object
clitic-doubling” (OCD) constructions.

(28) fhimt-ha la-1-ʔimʕalme
understand.PST.1SG-3SG.F to-DEF-teacher.F
‘I understood the teacher.’

According to Shlonsky (1997), the preposition la is used to assign case to the
postverbal object, as the accusative case on the verb is assigned to the clitic.
However, the true nature of the object in such constructions is investigated in
passing. There is evidence showing that OCD constructions in Levantine Arabic
call for a similar treatment of clitic-object constructions in NA. The object is a low
topic in the two constructions. OCD constructions are optional. The object is not
alwaysmarked with la. In fact, there are some cases where la is prohibited, namely
when the object is an indefinite, nonspecific element, as shown in the following
example.
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(29) fhimt-ha (*la-)ʔimʕalme.
understand.PST.1SG-3SG.F to-teacher.F.
‘I understood a teacher.’

This ban on the use of la in conjunction with indefinite, nonspecific objects is
remarkable; it supports the topicality analysis of the object in OCD constructions.
Additionally, the object in OCD constructions can be extraposed as long as the
intervening PP is interpreted as a topic.

(30) fhimt-ha ʔimba:riħ la 1- ʔimʕalme.
understand.PST.1SG-3SG.F yesterday to to-DEF-teacher.F.
‘Yesterday I understood the teacher.’

Following our analysis developed for clitic-object constrictions in NA, we propose
that the object in OCD constructions is a low topic that is base-generated in the low
IP area. la functions as a topic marker flagging the object when it functions as a
topic in the low IP area.

It should also bementioned that objectmarking of this type is attested inmany
languages in the world. Maltese is a prominent example in this regard. As
mentioned in Döhla (2016), the object in Maltese is marked with an object marker
especially when it is a proper noun or a stressed personal pronoun, as shown in the
following examples.

(31) Minflok laqat lil sieħb-u
instead hit:3SG.M.PFV OBJ friend-POSS.3SG.M
‘Instead he hit his friend’
(Döhla 2016: 153)

The object is also marked when its reference has a high degree of topicality. The
following sentence is a case in point.

(32) Minflok laqat lill-annimal
instead hit:3SG.M.PFV OBJ.DEF=animal
feroċi, laqat lir-raġel
wild hit:3SG.M.PFV OBJ.DEF=man
‘Instead of hitting the wild animal, he hit the man.’
(Döhla 2016: 153)

As a first approximation, we can say that when the object is marked with lil, this
can be indicative of the object being a low topic. However, this generalization is
compounded by the fact that focused elements are also marked with lil, as shown
in the following example:

Low topics in Najdi Arabic 1029



(33) qatt raj-t lil xi xbejba
ever see-1/2SG.PFV OBJ INDEF maiden
‘Did you ever see a maiden?’
(Döhla 2016: 154)

The marking of unspecific but focal referents with lil can be interpreted as indi-
cating that the low IP area in Maltese is filled with some element – a focus or a
topic.

In the following section, we provide evidence that low topics in NA express
familiar information.

4 Low topics are familiar topics

In this section, we argue that low topical objects and PPs in NA do not express
contrastively given information. Frascarelli and Hinterhölzl (2007) propose a ty-
pology of topics in Italian and German. They argue that topics are not homoge-
nous; rather they come with different types of discourse information. Frascarelli
and Hinterhölzl (2007) identify three different categories of topics. Building on
Frascarelli and Hinterhölzl (2007), Jiménez-Fernández and Miyagawa (2014: 284)
offer the following definitions of these three types of topics (see also Alshamari
2017a).

(34) i. Aboutness topic (A-Topic): what the sentence is abou’ (Lambrecht
1994; Reinhart 1981); in particular a constituent that is “newly
introduced, newly changed or newly returned to” (Givón 1983), a
constituent which is proposed as “a matter of standing and current
interest or concern” (Strawson 1964);

ii. Contrastive topic (C-Topic): an element that induces alternatives
that have no impact on the focus value and creates oppositional
pairs with respect to other topics (Büring 1999; Kuno 1976);

iii. Familiar topic: a given or accessible (Chafe 1987) constituent
(F-Topic), which is typically destressed and realized in a pronominal
form (Pesetsky 1987); when a familiar topic is textually given and
d-linked with a pre-established aboutness topic, it is defined as a
continuing topic (Givón 1983).

In simpler terms, an aboutness topic is the discourse topic (i.e., what the whole
discourse talks about). A contrastive topic is selected from awell-established set of
alternatives that are all known to the interlocutors. A familiar topic is a discourse
salient element that does not induce such a set of alternatives.
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An example of a contrastive topic is given in the following sentence where the
speaker picks out Balqees out of her other family members, who are all known to
the speaker and the hearer.

(35) Speaker A: bana:t ju:sef kil-hin muħtarama:t
daughters Yousef all-them respected
‘All Yousef’s daughters are respected.’

Speaker B: balqi:s ʔana jiħtarm-ah kiθi:r
Balqees I respect.PRES.1SG-3SG.M much
‘I respect Balqees very much.’

The most important point here is that available evidence indicates that only
familiar topics project in the low IP area. Firstly, if a contrastive topicwere enforced
to appear postverbally in clitic-object constructions, the grammaticality of the
resulting sentence is degraded, as shown in the following example.

(36) *ʔana jiħtirim-ah Balqi:s kiθi:r
I respect.PRES.1SG-3SG.M Balqees much
Intended: ‘I respect Balqees themost’ (more than any of her other sisters).

On the other hand, sentence (36) is acceptable under the interpretation that the
speaker respects Balqees without inducing other alternatives (i.e., Balqees’s other
sisters) which create oppositional pairs with respect to other topics.

Likewise, low topics in NA do not express aboutness/shifting information.
Aboutness/shifting topics are normally marked with as for in English. Alshamari
(2017b) argues that aboutness topics in NA are marked with the expression binis-
bah liwhich, as speakers indicated, cannot be used in conjunction with low topics
in NA, as shown in the following sentence.12

(37) *ʔas-sa:jiɡ ʔistalam-ah binisbah li ʔar-ruxsˤa
DEF-driver receive.PST.3SG.M-3SG.M as for DEF-license
Intended: ‘As for the license, the driver received it.’

12 Acloser look at previous research onpreverbal topics inArabic indicates that such elements are
sometimes viewed as aboutness topics, evidenced by the optional use of as for in the translation.
Consider sentence (5a), repeated below as (i):

(i) al-riwa:yat-u, ʔallafat-ha Zaynab-u
DEF-novel-NOM write.PST.3SG.F-3SG.F Zaynab-NOM
‘(As for) the novel, Zaynab wrote it.’
(Ouhalla 1997: 12)

This is expected as high topics are ambiguous between the three types of topic interpretations
mentioned in Frascarelli and Hinterhölzl (2007). On the other hand, as we show below, low topics
are unambiguous.
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Alshamari (2017a: 73) also proposes that aboutness topics in NA (as is the case in
other languages) may not be associated with the rest of the accompanying sen-
tence by a thematic relation, as shown in the following sentence.

(38) ʔal-lijaqah mar/ʕad ʔat-tamur muhim
DEF-stamina PRT/PRT DEF-dates important
qabul ʔat-tasxi:n
before DEF-warm up
‘As for stamina, dates are important (to eat) before warming up.’

The DP llijaqah ‘the stamina’ is not assigned any theta role, e.g., a THEME, PATIENT, or
EXPERIENCER of the verb. This property of aboutness topics not being associated with
the rest of the sentence via a thematic relation can be accommodated under
Bianchi and Frascarelli’s (2010) framework, according to which aboutness topics
are not even part of the left periphery of the host sentence. Rather, they are part of
Conjunction Phrase (πP), which is headed by the paratactic (π), which is the
implementation of the speech act conjunction that links discourse segments with
each other (see Jarrah et al. 2019 for the implementation of this idea in the analysis
of some constructions in Jordanian Arabic). This implies that aboutness topics are
not part of the syntactic structure of the sentence; hence their thematic relation to
the rest of the sentence, if any, is accidental. On these grounds, we suggest that
aboutness topics are not projected in the low IP, which is normally viewed as a
mirror image of the left periphery (see Belletti 2004). As the left periphery does not
include aboutness topics, the low IP does not include them, either. Additionally, it
is hard to think of a low topic that is not related to the verbwith a thematic relation.

Since low topics cannot be contrastive or aboutness, we can formulate the
generalization that low topics in NA are all familiar, unlike high topics, which can
be contrastive as well as familiar topics.

One important remark here is that the ambiguity of high topics no longer holds
when designated topic particles are used. Alshamari (2017a) argues that NA sub-
sumes a set of particles which he calls ‘topic particles’ whose main function is to
mark the element that functions as a topic and, and to spell out the relevant topical
feature. For instance, the particle tara is a contrastive topic particle, the particle
tigil is a familiar topic particle, whereasmar is an aboutness/shifting topic particle
(see Alshamari 2017a for motivation and analysis). Consider the following
examples:

(39) a. tara -h Omar ʃaf ʔal-ħurmah
PRT-3SG.M Omar see.PST.3SG.M DEF-woman
‘Omar, he saw the woman.’
(Alshamari 2017a: 26)
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b. ʔal-radʒa:l mar Omar ʃaf-uh
DEF-man PRT Omar see.PST.3SG.M-3SG.M
‘As for the man, Omar saw him.’
(Alshamari 2017a: 26)

c. Omar tigil ʃaf l-ħurmah
Omar PRT see.PST.3SG.M DEF-woman
‘Omar saw the woman.’
(Alshamari 2017a: 28)

By contrast, ambiguity never arises in conjunction with low topics, as the latter
invariably express familiar information. This property of low topics in NA is
consistent with Jarrah and Abusalem’s (2021) remark that low topics in Jordanian
Arabic require a high degree of contextual anaphoricity. This may explain why
topic particles are not used in conjunction with low topics, as the latter have not
been found to be ambiguous. If the use of topic particles is in fact triggered in order
to resolve an ambiguity that arises in the context of high topics (which are
ambiguous unless disambiguated by a proper particle), then this would be
desirable, as it can be taken as evidence in favor of the Strong Minimalist Thesis
(see Chomsky 2001, 2004), which views language as an optimal solution to legi-
bility conditions.

One final question that could be raised in this article is why contrastive topics
do not merge in the low IP in NA. There is indeed evidence indicating that themain
reason behind the ban on the presence of contrastive topics in the low IP area inNA
is that the IP area is truncated. Jarrah and Abusalem (2021) argue that low topics in
JA can dominate a contrastive focus. They mention that “[s]entence […] is signif-
icant as it shows that the low Topic Phrase can also dominate the low Focus Phrase
in JA” (p. 145). The sentence they refer to is mentioned in (40):

(40) dahan-at ʔil-be:t ʃarikat ʔilxadda:ʃ
paint.PST-3SG.F DEF-house company Khadash
mu:ʃ ʔil-baladijjeh lasbo:ʕ ʔal-ma:ðˤi
NEG DEF-council week DEF-past
‘It is Khadash Company, not the (local) council who painted the house.’

The object DP ʔilbe:t is a low topic that c-commands (hence appears to the left of)
the contrastively focused subject ʃarikat ʔilxadda:ʃ ‘Khadash Company’. However,
the NA sentence corresponding to (40) is ungrammatical for most speakers, under
the contrastive-focus interpretation of the subject:

(41) *ʔisˤbaɣ-at(-uh) ʔal-be:t ʃarikat ʔilxadda:ʃ
paint.PST-3SG.F-3SG.M DEF-house company Khadash
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mu: ʔil-baladijjeh lasbo:ʕ ʔal-ma:ðˤi
NEG DEF-council week DEF-past
Intended: ‘It is Khadash Company, not the (local) council who painted the
house.’

Once the topical object appears to the right of the contrastively focused subject and
is resumed on the verb by a clitic, the grammaticality of the sentence improves
significantly:

(42) ʔisˤbaɣ-at*(-uh) ʃarikat ʔilxadda:ʃ
paint.PST-3SG.F company Khadash
mu: ʔil-baladijjeh ʔal-be:t lisbo:ʕ ʔil-ma:ðˤi
NEG DEF-council DEF-house week DEF-past
‘It is Khadash Company, not the (local) council who painted the house.’

The contrast between (41) and (42) implies that low topical elements do not
dominate a low contrastive focus. This is significant because it implies that the
topic space above Focus Phrase is not present in the low IP area in NA. Our take on
these data is that the low IP area in NA is truncated. These facts, coupled with the
assumptionmade in Frascarelli andHinterhölzl (2007) that contrastive topics (and
aboutness topics) are projected above Focus Phrase in the CP domain, provide us
with a reason why contrastive topics are not permissible in the low IP area in NA.
The area where contrastive topics are predicted to project in is not present in the
low IP area.

5 Conclusion

In this article, we have investigated clitic-object constructions in NA, which are
shown to be subsumedunder an interpretive-based approach.We have shown that
what appears on the surface as an object in its base-generation position is in fact a
low topic that is situated in the low IP area of the clause. This is consistent with
Belletti’s (2004, 2005) model, which is shown to offer a theoretically satisfactory
account of the intricacies of the clitic-object constructions in NA. The present study
has shown that this model requires an empirical refinement as far as NA is con-
cerned. It has been shown that low topics only express familiar information.
Contrastive (and aboutness) topics are shown not to be allowed in this zone of the
clause, in sharp contrast to the left periphery of the sentence. We regard this as
evidence showing that low topics in natural languages are more restricted than
previously believed.
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