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ABSTRACT

This paper is concerned with how there-constructions may have helped to achieve discourse coherence in the
recent history of English. From the theoretical framework of Meta-Informative Centering Theory (MIC) the
paper explores the possibility to establish a relation between the syntactic structures under analysis and the
distinction between 'smooth-shift' and 'rough-shift' transitions from one centre of attention to another (Brennan,
Friedman & Pollard, 1987). This will help, ultimately, to investigate the interaction between centering and MIC
theories, word order and information structure in a 'non-free' word order language such as English. A corpus-
driven analysis of the behaviour of spoken and written there-constructions from late Middle English to Present
Day English will show their capacity to function either as highly coherent structures that continue with the same
local topic as the previous utterance(s), or as means to shift the local focus of attention.

KEYWORDS
Discourse coherence, Meta-Informative Centering Theory, there-construction, (global and local) centre of
attention.

RESUMEN

Este articulo estudia como las construcciones con there pueden haber contribuido a la creacién de coherencia
discursiva a lo largo de la historia del inglés. Desde el marco teérico de la denominada Meta-Informative
Centering Theory (MIC), exploraremos la posibilidad de establecer conexiones entre la estructura sintactica
estudiada y diversos tipos de transiciones entre centros de atencién (Brennan, Friedman & Pollard, 1987). En
Gltima instancia, esto contribuird a la mejor caracterizacion de la interaccion entre las teorias MIC y Centering
Theory, el orden de palabras y la estructura de la informacion en una lengua con orden de palabras rigido. El
estudio de corpus que aqui se presenta se basa en datos extraidos de muestras de inglés oral y escrito
correspondientes al periodo que va del Inglés Medio tardio al Inglés Contemporaneo. Los datos muestran la
capacidad de las construcciones con there para funcionar bien como estructuras altamente coherentes que
mantienen el tépico local previo, 0 bien como instrumentos para cambiar el centro de atencion local.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Speakers have a number of alternatives as far as the organization and the design of the
constituents which materialise a proposition in English are concerned. Each unit of semantic
content at the informative layer of language may correspond to different forms within the
meta-informative layer, understanding the labels 'informative’ and 'meta-informative' as they
are understood in the theoretical framework of the Meta-Informative Centering Theory™.
Discourse coherence plays a crucial role in such a decision-making process, the position of
the utterances in the surrounding discourse and their propositional relation to the immediately
preceding co(n)-text having a marked relevance in the process.

The present paper approaches the so-called there-construction (hereafter, TC) from the
perspective of the Meta-Informative Centering Theory (MIC Theory, henceforth). Based on
Centering Theory (Joshi & Kuhn, 1979; Joshi & Weinstein, 1981; Grosz, 1977; Sidner, 1979;
Grosz & Sidner, 1986; Walker, Joshi & Prince, 1998, among others), according to which
centering is "a model of the complexity of the inferences required to integrate the meaning of
an utterance into the meaning of the preceding discourse”, "a model of some aspects of local
focus" (Walker, Joshi & Prince, 1998: 2), MIC Theory focuses on the 'meta-information’ as
"the sequential ordering of information” (Wlodarczyk & Wlodarczyk, forthcoming: 1). Given
that the semantic situation is regarded as naturally non-linear, the MIC Theory regards the
meta-informative level as crucial for the achievement of the ordering of non-linear mental
representations as texts (Wlodarczyk & Wilodarczyk, forthcoming: 1).

From such a perspective we will contend that TCs cannot be understood as mere
syntactic variants or transformations of basic constructions without there, as was suggested in
early generative accounts (see Harris, 1957, among others). On the contrary, in the present
paper we will study TCs within the framework of the MIC Theory and its predictions about
the distribution of full NPs and pronouns in naturally occurring discourse (see Walker, Joshi
& Prince, 1998). We will analyse TCs and their discourse role(s) in terms of the ‘backward-
looking’, ‘forward-looking’ and ‘preferred centres’ that the MIC Theory proposes. Our
ultimate aim is to investigate to what extent connections could be established between TCs
and the distinction between ‘smooth-shift’ and ‘rough-shift’ transitions from one centre of
attention (hereafter, CA) to another (Brennan, Friedman & Pollard, 1987). This, in turn, may
help us to investigate the interaction between Centering Theory, word order and information
structure in a ‘non-free’ word order language such as English.

Throughout the paper we will describe the evolution of the TC from late Middle English
(IME) to Present-Day English (PDE), providing details on the data analysed, the findings,
plus some tentative conclusions. As pointed out, the analysis of the data will focus on the
connections that may be established between Centering, informational structure and discourse
coherence as the communicative potential of the utterance at issue. The paper is organised as
follows: Section 2 contains some brief notes about the theoretical framework employed (2.1.)
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and a characterisation of TCs, looking at their defining features and peculiarities from the
perspective of the MIC Theory (2.2). The section is closed with the description of the textual
material analysed (2.3.). Section 3 is devoted to the results obtained in the analysis and their
discussion. Special attention is paid to the statistical distribution of TCs in the data
considering the variables of medium of expression and text type (3.1.), and the informative
potential of the postverbal (nominal) constituent that functions as local CA (3.2.). Finally, in
Section 4 we offer some concluding remarks.

2. METHOD

2.1. Theoretical framework. The MIC Theory

The so-called MIC Theory may be described as a development of Centering Theory, which
might in turn be understood as "an account of one aspect of discourse processing, local
discourse structure, that makes specific claims about both processing complexity and
discourse anaphora" (Walker, Joshi & Prince, 1998: preface)?. Centering is "a model of the
conversants' center of attention in discourse that is concerned with the relationship of
attentional state, inferential complexity, and the form of referring expressions” (Walker, Joshi
& Prince, 1998: 1). Such an approach to language aims to model discourse processing factors
that might explain the differences in the degree(s) of coherence perceived by addressees when
they receive and interpret messages.

In the Meta-Informative Centering model, the main focus is on 'meta-information’
which, as already pointed out, is the label for the sequential ordering of 'information’, that is,
for the sequential ordering of the content of linguistic utterances. In this sense, the meta-
informative level "is necessary in order to achieve the ordering of non-linear mental
representations as texts (sequences of linguistic utterances)” (Wlodarczyk & Wlodarczyk,
forthcoming: 1). In order to communicate such mental non-linear situations, users of the
language select the element(s) they will be treating as the centre(s) of attention in their
messages and predicate something about it/them. Once the centres of attention have been
selected from the anchors of the situation, the user establishes a hierarchy and turns the
primary (most important) one into the subject of the utterance, while the secondary centre(s)
is/are turned into the object(s). According to the MIC Theory, the primary centre of attention
is global and preverbal (represented in upper left nodes of phrase-markers), whereas the
secondary ones are local (located in lower right nodes within the tree structure). The specific
labels for one and the others are '‘Global CA' and 'Local CAs', respectively.

Centering and predication are crucial notions within the MIC Theory. While centering
involves selecting and highlighting one entity among others, predication implies saying
something about the entity selected by the speaker as the global CA of the message (i.e. its
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topic). Thus, predication takes place when speakers produce linguistic expressions in which
"some distinguished segments are highlighted as centres of attention” (Wlodarczyk &
Wilodarczyk, forthcoming: 2). From such a perspective, "no utterance can be formed in a
natural language without choosing a CA and assigning to it a meta-informative Old or New
status” (Wlodarczyk & WIlodarczyk, forthcoming: 3). This implies that the meta-informative
status of the CAs, as treated in this framework, concerns their oldness or newness. In other
words, the meta-informative status of information concerns the way in which it is treated in
the communicative event, the way speakers introduce it into their discourse. Ultimately, the
old/new meta-informative status originates in the discourse strategies (partly fixed by
syntactic rules) established and employed by the speaker (Wlodarczyk & Wlodarczyk,
forthcoming: 6).

2.2 The there-construction in the MIC Theory

With the label TC we refer to utterances as illustrated in (1):

(1) There’s probably much more merit in keeping up one’s bare obligations when
they’ve become a dry duty than in doing all sorts of extras because one’s feeling
pious. (Martyn 1899)

The informative emptiness of the global CA (there) of the TC, as opposed to the
presence of an informatively full local CA, is the defining feature of the construction. Given
the requirements of the English language, the presence of the anonymous subject in TCs is
compulsory, as “[t]he presence of an Object (as local and dependent CA) in an utterance
presupposes that of a Subject (as global and main CA). In the same way the presence of a
Focus presupposes that of a Topic” (Wlodarczyk & Wlodarczyk, 2006b: 6). Therefore, the
presence of an informatively full Object in the local CA position within the predicate
presupposes the presence of a Subject in the global CA position, even if it is informatively
empty (a dummy). In this sense, English TCs form part of the group of utterances with
anonymous subjects (AS) marked by impersonal pronouns (usually called ‘dummy subjects' in
syntactic theories; see Wlodarczyk & WIlodarczyk, 2006a: 13-14). In sections 2.2.1. and 3.2.
below we will revisit the anonymous nature of the global CA and its consequences at the level
of content processing.

2.2.1. TCs and diathesis

On certain occasions, the participant that occurs in the position of local CA in a TC may also
occur in the position of global CA of a construction with the canonical word order Subject +
Verb (+ Object), as in:
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2 a. There are snakes in the backyard
b. The snakes are in the backyard

In cases such as (2a) and (2b) above, the choice of one or the other type of utterance is
conditioned by the speaker’s communicative purposes and the coherence of the text
(discourse) in which the utterance occurs. TCs illustrate the assumption that human languages
have several lexical or grammatical devices to present situations and their participants,
depending on which participant the speaker intends to present as a global or local CA (see
Wilodarczyk & Wlodarczyk, 2006a: 11). Many TCs are, in this sense, illustrative examples of
diathesis, “[t]he grammatical device used to present the same situation from different points
of view (i.e. choosing this or that participant of the situation as global CA)” (2006a: 12). As
cases of diathesis, these TCs are “not mainly a problem of syntax and semantics, but (...)
most of all a device belonging to the pragmatic level” (2006a: 12), and it is on this pragmatic
level that the present paper will focus. Notice, however, that a good number of TCs cannot be
regarded as variants or mere transformations of basic SVX utterances®.

TCs instantiating diathesis allow speakers to introduce the so-called notional subject of
the utterance as the local CA, while the global CA slot is filled by a dummy (informatively
empty) subject (i.e. there)®. As pointed out above, this provides the construction with a
pragmatic meta-informative dimension that should not be neglected (see Martinez-Insua,
2004; Martinez-Insua & Pérez-Guerra, 2006; Breivik & Martinez-Insua, 2008). In fact, the
meta-informative dimension of the TC seems to be one of the most important motivations (if
not the main one) for the use of the construction in cases such as (2), where a SVX version of
the utterance might have been used instead.

Previous studies within the MIC framework have focused on passive/active or
impersonal utterances, but no attention (to our knowledge) has been paid to TCs. Our aim
here is to focus on TCs and test the hypothesis that, like passive and impersonal utterances,
TCs offer further proof that diathesis is a device that belongs to the meta-informative and
pragmatic level. In fact, Wlodarczyk & Wlodarczyk’s claims about diathesis seem perfectly
applicable to the case of TCs:

In current linguistic theories the difficulty in explaining the different diatheses (which make it
possible to linearise semantic situations in various ways) is due to the fact that diathesis is
defined only as expressing the mapping between syntactic positions and semantic roles, and
does not include the pragmatic meta-informative level of utterances. (Wlodarczyk &
Wilodarczyk, 2006a: 13)

Applying the notion of AS advanced by WIlodarczyk (1994, 1996) and Wlodarczyk &
Wilodarczyk (2006a)°, and putting them on a par with impersonal utterances, English TCs may
be explained as constructions where the notional subject is demoted to the position of the
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Obiject (local CA), while the position of the Subject is occupied by dummy there. TCs allow
speakers to introduce the active participants as local CAs (i.e. as Objects) even of intransitive
verbs (appear, follow or be in examples 3-5 below), at the same time allowing the addressee
to identify the global CA (i.e. Subject there) in a very general way, merely as a participant of
the situation which surely belongs to a class of entities (either +hum or —hum) but without
selecting any particular element of any of these classes.

(3) There appeared new members of the committee
(4) There followed a number of strong explosions that made everybody terrified
(5) There is a God

The informative value of the participant referred to as AS (i.e. the semantic content of
dummy there) is, in turn, recognised by the addressee only when he/she interprets the
utterance, as such a value is not explicitly expressed in the utterance.

2.2.2. Other defining features of TCs

As well as illustrating the phenomenon of diathesis, from the perspective of the MIC Theory,
TCs are to be characterised as simple utterances. As such, they are not divided into opposed
segments with respect to their New or Old meta-informative status. The global CA of the TC
and their Predicate (containing the local CA) show meta-informative concordance, since both
refer to the same informative significance®. As will be discussed in Section 3.2., the meta-
informative status of TCs is, most frequently, entirely New and, even if their local CAs may
be somehow present in the preceding co(n)text, TCs are used by speakers so as to present
information as new.

As shown in (1) above, (declarative) TCs contain the preverbal (normally, sentence-
initial) global CA there followed by (normally) a be-form (’s in (1)) and, at least, one major
nominal local CA. The postverbal nominal constituent is normally a noun phrase. When it is
followed by another noun phrase or by an adjective phrase, it is sometimes claimed in the
literature (Lumsden, 1988, contra Williams, 1984) that it constitutes a Small Clause’. If the
informative emptiness (expletive nature) of there is taken for granted, one may wonder why
there (and not, for instance, it) is the AS which is used in TCs. In other words, does there
specifically contribute to the informative value of the sentence in such a way that other
dummies or ASs cannot occupy its place? Several remarks in favour of the informative
emptiness of there can be adduced here. First, that there cannot be replaced with a locative
expression follows from the fact that its nature is not deictic. Second, there in the
constructions under investigation is, contra Allan (1971), unstressed, whereas locatives can be
stressed®. To round off this issue, in example (6) we illustrate the prototypical uses of locative
there and there as an (existential, presentational) AS:
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(6) The whole meadow is over two foot under water & we saw 7 yachts out on it. |
had tea with Jones there was a don from Keble there as well, Owen. (Bruce 1775)

Another characteristic feature of TCs is that they undergo a significant degree of
idiomatisation in the language since there plus the copulative or quasi-copulative verbs in the
TCs constitutes, informatively speaking, a bleached starter, ‘invariant particle’ (Harris &
Vincent, 1980: 806) or simply a ‘marker’ for an existential or presentational utterance. This
accounts for the tendency towards there’s in the place of there is and even there are,
particularly in spoken language (Meechan & Foley, 1994). The idiomatised character of there
plus be also explains the impossibility of inserting verbs other than be and the like (i.e.
intensive) in the TC. In this sense, TCs with verbs other than be or other intensive verbs
behave differently from TCs with be in many respects (NP+NP constraint, VP-
deletion/preposing, extraction from the postverbal nominal segment, occurrence in
root/embedded sentences®, subject-verb inversion, base generation versus transformational
analysis, etc.; see Pérez-Guerra, 1999: 72-74 for the development of these differences).

Finally, it is worth noting that a further consequence of the emptiness of there and the
verb is the informative relevance of the local CA or Object (the postverbal nominal segment),
which constitutes the main informative component of the construction.

2.3. Textual material

The data for our analysis have been taken from four electronic corpora of English. For the
IME and early Modern English (eModE) periods we have based our investigation on the
findings reported in Pérez-Guerra (1999: Chapter 3), with empirical evidence from the
subperiods IME (1420-1500), eModEI (1500-1570), eModEIl (1570-1640) and eModElII
(1640-1710) of The Helsinki Corpus of English Texts (HC; Kytd, 1996). The late Modern
English (IModE, 1700-1990) data have been taken from A Representative Corpus of
Historical English Registers (ARCHER; see Biber et al., 1994). Finally, the Lancaster-
Oslo/Bergen Corpus of British English (LOB; see Johansson, 1978) and the British National
Corpus (BNC; see Aston & Burnard, 1997) have offered empirical information for the PDE
period. Table 1 below displays the periodisation and word totals.

period corpus words in corpus No. of words analysed
IME HC 213,850 71,097
eModEl HC 190,160 61,219
eModEll HC 189,800 75,762
eModElll  HC 171,040 62,940
IModE ARCHER approx. 1.7 million words 319,694
PDE LOB approx. 1 million words 98,007
BNC: spoken approx. 10 million 501,656
BNC: written approx. 90 million 505,534
Total 1,695,909

Table 1. Periods and word totals
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The samples analysed constitute a representative selection from the corpora. In the case
of the data from the HC and the LOB, we have explored eight single-spaced pages of each of
the samples listed in Pérez-Guerra (1999: 297-301). In the IModE period, we have looked at
the first passages containing not less than 5,000 words in each of the British samples of
ARCHER. As regards the BNC, Martinez-Insua (2004) has used a disproportionally stratified
sample of approximately 500,000 words of spoken and 500,000 of written English consisting
of text-type passages with the same length.

3. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

3.1. Distribution of there in the database

Our database comprises every declarative TC occurring in the textual material described in
the previous section. The overall results are given in Table 2:

period raw figures normalised figures (/1,000 words)
IME 93 1.3

eModEl 151 2.46

eModEll 126 1.66

eModElII 119 1.89

IModE 626 1.95

PDE 2,892 2.61

Total 4,007 2.36

Table 2. Distribution of TCs
Variation IME>eModEl: significant (Pearson chi-square, uncorrected for continuity, is 23.89, P = <.0001).
Variation eModEIII>IModE: poorly significant (Pearson chi-square, uncorrected for continuity, is 0.12; P =
0.729). Variation IModE>PDE: significant (Pearson chi-square, uncorrected for continuity, is 43.47; P = <.0001)

In the light of the frequencies of the TCs portrayed in Table 2 and the ratios for the other
thematic systems™, given in Pérez-Guerra (1999), one may conclude that the there-strategy
has been a reasonably productive construction in all the periods under analysis. For example,
the ratio of TCs amounts to a proportion of approximately 2 instances per 1,000 words,
especially from eModEIl to PDE. The progressive increase of TCs in the periods under
investigation is the most significant finding in Table 2 (from 1.3 instances in IME to 2.61 per
1,000 words in PDE).

The PDE figures taken from the BNC allow a finer analysis of the data with respect to
the distribution of TCs per medium. On the one hand, Pérez-Guerra (1999:95) accounts for
the distribution of the TCs in IME and eModE according to the variable ‘W’ used by the
compilers of the HC. He reports the low frequency for the construction in written texts and
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higher numbers for the written-to-be-spoken samples. Nevertheless, the proportion of TCs in
the speech-based texts is notably low. In the light of those figures, Pérez-Guerra rejects any
sort of connection between oral/written language and the distribution of TCs in the IME and
eModE passages. On the other hand, Martinez-Insua’s (2004: 78-79) findings attested the
higher frequency of the construction in speech as opposed to the written medium in PDE,
which is in line with, among others, Breivik (1989: 53; 1999: 10) and Biber et al. (1999: 957),
who link the frequency of TCs to the looser syntactic organisation of speech. In this vein,
Martinez-Insua (2004: 79) hypothesises that the higher statistical productivity of TCs in
speech should be explained by the fact that speech demands the definition of local or
immediate scenarios in which the events take place, which, in the case of written production
(by definition, long-lasting), can be shared by several sentences. Once a setting or scenario
has been established in written discourse, it remains available for the subsequent discourse.
By contrast, the on-line nature of speech requires the regular definition of scenarios. This
function of TCs, commonly known as ‘presentational’, will be discussed in Section 3.2.

Table 3 below shows the distribution of TCs per text type. In order to investigate the
connection between the frequency of the construction and the variable text type, we have
limited ourselves to exploring those text types of which we have material in practically all the
periods under investigation. For example, we have not investigated the Bible because,
whereas the HC contains passages from the Bible, neither ARCHER nor LOB does (we have
not provided totals of examples per period because, as already recognised, the text types
investigated do not account for all the instances of TCs).

Two main conclusions can be reached in view of Table 3. First, the findings reveal an
increase in the use of this meta-informative strategy in practically all the text types in PDE,
which is in keeping with our previous remarks on the statistical consolidation of the
construction in the light of the overall results in Table 2. Second, despite some minor cases of
statistical disparity, Table 3 suggests that the TC occurs slightly more frequently in the letters

text type statistics IME eModEl eModEll eModEllI IModE PDE
scholarly raw 41 48 37 28 113 325
/1,000 words 1.35 2.11 1.55 1.35 1.56 2.25
law and social raw 2 3 0 0 18 177
/1,000 words 0.36 1.42 0 0 1.59 2.86
fiction raw 19 4 20 13 187 190
/1,000 words 2.84 1.21 1.4 1.57 2.04 2.25
letters raw 3 17 4 19 62 —
/1,000 words 0.79 1.86 0.53 1.85 2.23 -
sermons and raw 19 19 23 12 104 408
speeches /1,000 words 1.09 3.26 45 2.71 2.77 3.24
other formal raw 9 48 36 47 239 177
writings /1,000 words 1.4 3.36 1.38 2.81 1.65 1.57

Table 3. Distribution of TCs per text type
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and sermons/speeches in IModE and PDE. This would corroborate the general preference for
the strategy in both the spoken and the written-to-be-spoken media, as previously discussed in
this paper. The percentages are, however, so similar in the contemporary period that one can
conclude that the distribution of the TC in PDE is not subject to textual categorisation. In
other words, the statistical homogeneity evinced by the figures in the PDE column indicates
that the TCs cannot be assessed as markers of specific text types but rather as meta-
informative strategies evenly selected in the various textual variants. In Johansson’s (1997:
304) words, ‘[e]xistential there is apparently a form which is commonly needed in all

registers’.

3.2. Informative and meta-informative aspects of TCs

Many aspects related to the informative and meta-informative organisation of TCs have been
explored in the literature. Whereas some, such as the topical, locative and possessive meaning
of the strategy, are beyond the scope of this paper, we will deal here with two main issues: the
repairing nature of the TCs with respect to word order and the presentational or existential
character of the construction. The section will be organised as follows: in Section 3.2.1 we
deal with the description of TCs as a meta-informative (word-order) repairing strategy, whose
main objective is to place focal information in the local CA position. Section 3.2.2 is devoted
to the characterisation of these utterances as an existential/presentative strategy. In Section
3.2.3 we examine the informative configuration (information structure) of the TCs in our
database. Finally, Section 3.2.4 scrutinises the definiteness restriction which is accepted to
operate in the postverbal nominal segments of TCs.

3.2.1. TCs as a meta-informative (word-order) ordering strategy

Under standard assumptions (Kirkwood 1969, Quirk et al., 1985: 89, among others), TCs
have been claimed to be syntactic strategies which allow the accommodation of notional
subjects conveying unshared information in sentence-final position, thus agreeing with
informative principles such as ‘given before new’, ‘end-focus’, etc. In this vein, since there
has been described as an informatively vacuous marker (Section 1), and the verbs which are
usually found in TCs are not informatively significant either (see Martinez-Insua & Pérez-
Guerra, 2006), the whole utterance is, informatively speaking, new or forward-looking. This
informative newness, as a characteristic of the whole utterance yet concentrated on its
Predicate (postverbal segment), implies the presentative effect of the utterance, which may

thus be characterised as ‘presentative’ or ‘presentational’.
3.2.2. TCs as existential or presentative utterances

TCs have generally been treated as existential or presentative utterances, and by ‘existence’
one refers to the presentative function of either the actual or the metaphorical appearance of a
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certain referent on stage™. From this perspective, the main goal of TCs is to bring into the
hearer/speaker’s awareness the referent materialised by the local CA segment as an existing
entity (see Bolinger, 1977: 110-11). This cognitive process of bringing a certain entity to the
attention of the hearer/speaker includes Davidse’s (1999) function of ‘instantiation of a
general type’; in other words, the TC individualises the referent materialised by the local CA
and converts it into a specific entity for the audience.

The fact that the presence of there brings about the existential reading of the local CA
has led Péerez-Guerra (1999: 81ff) to hypothesise that there is not a prototypical dummy
element but rather a grammaticalised meaningful discourse marker with informative
consequences on the utterance in which it occurs. The informative loading of there receives
support from those scholars who maintain that there has a locative flavour. In Breivik’s
(2000: 28) words, “[a]lthough there; [our there] has undergone desemanticisation and can no
longer refer to a concrete location, it still carries some locative meaning. (...) There;
designates (...) a ‘mental space’, i.e. a space where conceptual entities are located” (see
Fauconnier 1994 for the concept of mental spaces). There would, in consequence, not be an
expletive resulting from a syntactic transformation, and this would account, among other
things, for the so-called sourcelessness issue. The only register of non-locative there which
can be claimed to be absolutely expletive in the database is the one in (7):

(7) There was not long sithens two Roges that alwaies did associate them selues
together, and would neuer seperat them selues, vnles it were for some speciall
cuases, for they were sworn brothers (...): these two (Harman: 37).

Notice that the perspective adopted in this hypothesis is not historical but synchronic.
From a diachronic perspective, as generally accepted in the literature (Fischer, 1992: 235,
Traugott, 1992: 216, Breivik, 1999), the insertion of there in the global CA position in
existential sentences is required by the verb-second syntactic requirement.

3.2.3. Informative configuration of there-sentences

In the previous subsections we briefly outlined the informative characterisation of the main
participants in the TC. On the one hand, the local CA or Object was claimed to be forward-
looking in that it conveys new, focal, unfamiliar, unshared information, that is, information
‘which the speaker assumes is not in the hearer’s consciousness prior to the utterance, nor
even in the hearer’s current knowledge structure’ (Van Oosten, 1986: 46). In other words, the
local CA of TCs was claimed to convey information new to the discourse and to the hearer.
On the other hand, there, as a marker of existence or presentativeness, was practically
vacuous from an informative point of view. Consequently, TCs were characterised as simple
utterances carrying new information.
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In Figure 1 we examine the informative content of the entities occurring as local CAs in
the TCs listed in our database®. The taxonomy of referentiality which we have adopted here
IS very basic; we have divided the local CAs into three categories:

(i) referring (near Walker, Joshi & Prince’s, 1998 backward-looking centres)
(i)  nonreferring (close to Walker, Joshi & Prince’s, 1998 forward-looking centres)
(iii)  and low-referring

‘Referring’ segments (in the unmarked subject in italics in (8)) are, informatively speaking,
not new in the discourse domain, which, following the relevant literature (Hajicova &
Vrbova, 1981, 1982; Ariel, 1996 and Toole, 1996: 274, among others), comprises seven
utterances previous to the expression and up to five utterances in the subsequent context. The
‘referring’ segment (or backward-looking centre) may represent a link back to an entity
evoked earlier than in the immediately prior sentence, in agreement with Birner’s (1998: 320)
claim that “the centering algorithm may need to be made more flexible” in order to
accommodate cases where centering applies to nonadjacent utterances, especially if the
“Intervening utterances constitute an embedded discourse segment.” ‘Low-referring’
expressions (see the italicised prepositional complement in (9)) are instances of semi-
availability, that is, when only the non-head portion of the constituent (a modifier, a
complement or a conjunct) are textually available. Finally, ‘nonreferring’ segments (in the
highlighted embedded subject in (10) below) are neither referring nor low-referring; that is,
they are informatively new and therefore unavailable in the discourse.

(8) [ANd be itt further enacted by the Authority aforesaid That if such Sheriff Goaler or
Keeper of Prison being duely su~moned to appear before the said Justice or Justices
of the Peace shall (...) refuse (...)] such Sheriff Goaler or Keeper (...) shall (...)
(Statutes VII: 75)

(9) And than the moder sent [the sayde Edmounde]; with his brother Robert to scole.
And she had ii doughters, Dame Mary and Dame Alys; (...) But in a tyme as
Mabely his moder put oute wolle to spynne, she toke hir spynners so moche for the
libra that thaye myght not leue thereon, but complayned to [Seynt Edmond hir
sonne];. (Blake: 164)

(10) aftye his tubele & hir gret fere it xuld ben schewyd vn-to hir sowle how pe felyngys
wuld ben vndyrstondyn. (Kempe: 55)
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O ref
B |ow-ref

O nonref

Figure 1. Informative potential of the local CAs in the TCs

The situation evinced in Figure 1 leaves no doubt as to the characterisation of the TC as
a strategy whose main aim is to introduce or bring to the addressee’s attention informatively
new material, either (absolutely) nonreferring or (partially) low-referring. Prototypically
speaking, then, the local CAs of TCs are forward-looking centres. Such a conclusion accords
with our preliminary informative account of the construction in the previous subsections.
Along with this, the characterisation of the postverbal slot in the TC as a carrier of new focal
information is favoured by the fact that backward-looking centres (referring information) have
been attested to prefer initial position within TCs. Pérez-Guerra (1999: 111) offers the
detailed proportions of referring information in other constituents occurring in sentence-initial
position in the TC, namely, initial adjuncts or fronted complements. According to those
findings, 51.5% of such constituents convey referring information. The TC thus satisfies to a
large extent the traditional principles of given-before-new and the end-focus principle, which
have a prominent role in the characterisation of the strategy.

Certain connections may be established between the above mentioned features and some
of the characteristic aspects of right dislocation (Grosz & Ziv, 1998) and inverted
constructions (Birner, 1998). On the one hand, as in the case of right dislocation, the joint
usage of a proform (there) and a postverbal description serves to establish discourse
coherence. It has already been pointed out that, as in right dislocation (Grosz & Ziv, 1998:
294), the linguistic structure and the meta-informative features of our presentative utterances
ultimately depend on their “intentional structure”. The satisfaction of the discourse purpose of
the TC (i.e. the introduction of a forward-looking centre in the Predicate of a simple
utterance) contributes to the satisfaction of the overall communicative purpose of the
discourse. On the other hand, TCs are close to inverted constructions in that the information
presented in the postposed segments (e.g. the Object or local CA) is consistently less familiar
within the discourse than that presented in the preposed segments (e.g. the Subject or global
CA). The use of TCs is, in this sense, the result of the speaker’s choice to postpone unfamiliar
information and place it in the local CA position of the utterance for the sake of maintaining
discourse coherence.
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As in the case of inversion, communicatively and informatively speaking, TCs help to
organise the discourse “when standard reference and discourse processing are not sufficient”
(Grosz & Ziv, 1998: 305). They either help to retrieve and refocus formerly centered entities
(low-referring), or constitute genuine shifts from the text to some situational entity. Like in
certain cases of right dislocation, TCs are the result of the speaker’s desire to shift attention to
entities or situations that are “not currently sufficiently salient” (Grosz & Ziv, 1998: 305),
even if they may be present in the discourse context (either explicitly or as inferable
information). The analysis of right dislocation, inversion and presentative TCs, and the
centering treatment of referentiality may help to provide a unified account of the ordering of
information in English.

Furthermore, besides their centering role, TCs contribute to the so-called ‘Centering
Rule 2’ (Walker, Joshi & Prince, 1998: 4), in that they help to soften ‘rough-shift transitions’.
As expressed by Walker, Joshi & Prince (1998), Centering Theory includes a set of rules and
constraints. According to the second centering rule, the transitions among the utterances in a
discourse segment are ordered. Even if there are different types of possible transitions from
one utterance to another, some of them are preferred over the others (“[tlhe CONTINUE
transition is preferred to the RETAIN transition, which is preferred to the SMOOTH-SHIFT
transition, which is preferred to the ROUGH-SHIFT transition” 1998: 4). In essence, this implies
that strategies such as TCs, which may favour the continuity of a given CA, or a smooth-shift
from one CA into another, may be preferred by speakers under certain circumstances. Thus,
under certain discursive and contextual circumstances, the TC may be the preferred transition
(see Walker, Joshi & Prince, 1998: 5-6 on the notions of transition and transition state), or a
more coherent kind of transition between utterances because it requires less processing time
than other utterances.

Finally, it seems worthwhile mentioning that, according to our findings, the informative
description of the major participants in a TC has not undergone significant diachronic
changes, since the itemised results per period are quite homogeneous (see Pérez-Guerra,
1999: 111-12 for further discussion).

3.2.4. The ‘definiteness restriction’
The indefinite character of the nominal Objects is said to be a constraint resulting from the
communicative nature of TCs. This is usually described in terms of the so-called ‘definiteness
restriction’, which blocks the occurrence of definite nominal segments (including proper
nouns, personal and demonstrative pronouns, noun phrases headed by definite or possessive
determiners, as well as the quantifiers all, every or each) in the local CA position of the TC.
The literature on this issue of (in)definiteness in TCs is abundant, and includes
approaches to the topic from a wide variety of perspectives. In general, explanations range
from those based on the dichotomy definite versus indefinite (Baker 1973; Jenkins 1975;
Freeze 1992), to more flexible standpoints built around the concepts of context and (non-
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)contextualised existentials (Holmback 1984; Hannay 1985; Abbott 1993, 1997; Birner &
Ward 1998). From a formal point of view (Safir 1985), definiteness has been described as a
formal property of determiners. On other occasions, it has been taken as a conceptual category
(Bolinger’s 1977 distinction between ‘grammatical definiteness’ and ‘semantic definiteness’),
whereas a number of scholars have defined the notion by making reference to the assumptions
that senders have about the degree of identifiability that the referent presents for the addressee
(Ward & Birner’s 1995 and Birner & Ward’s 1998 distinction between ‘hearer old/new’ and
‘discourse old/new’).

Despite the apparent plausibility of the combination of newness and indefiniteness as
constraints imposed on the postverbal constituents, real language has always provided
examples of definite articles, demonstratives, and even personal pronouns and proper nouns in
postverbal position:

(11) Well, thou art the maddest Fellow, sure there is not your Peer in France

(Trotter 1701)
(12) And behind him there was little Dutch, crawling with her belly down, and
her eyes turned up at us, as if we were dragging her to be hanged.
(Blackmore 1872)

(13) And yet in the subsequent reaches of the great argument, of which these dark
regions form the preface, there emerges the clear, calm, steady light of my
optimistic text. (Austen 1979)

Most of the literature on the issue attempts to account for the definite elements in
existentials by resorting to concepts such as the familiarity, uniqueness, inclusiveness and
identifiability of the local CA. Nevertheless, the fuzzy boundaries between such concepts do
not help in the effort to find a conclusive explanation for the compatibility of the definiteness
restriction and examples such as (11)—(13). What has to be taken into account here is that the
Old/New status is speech-oriented. That is, it corresponds to the way in which information
(content) is introduced into discourse “with reference to the conceptual pair anaphora and
cataphora. (...) In such case, information is validated as O[ld] or N[ew] not by the
knowledge about it, but by the very way it is treated in discourse” (Wlodarczyk &
Wilodarczyk 2008: 119). Consequently, the Old/New opposition depends on the speaker’s
desire to present information as either Old or New to the addressee’s attention whatever may
be the status of such information in common knowledge or in previous context. If one accepts
this, one opens the possibility for entities already quoted in the text to be treated as new in
subsequent parts of the same text, simply because they enter new situations or new relations.
This, in turn, provides a plausible account for the possible occurrence of definite nominal
segments as local CAs in TCs.

In short, rather than a question of (in)definiteness, the requirement imposed on the
nominal local CA of the TC is that it should be communicatively pertinent to (re)introduce its
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referent at the specific point of the communication in which it occurs. The communicative
and informative saliency of such local CAs and the speaker’s choice to present them as new
to the hearer provide the explanation that formal approaches failed to provide for the so-
called definiteness restriction. Table 4 below displays the distribution of TCs with definite
local CAs in our database:

IME eModEl eModEll eModElll IModE PDE
4/93 13/151 17/126 5/119 65/626 172/2,892
(43%)  (8.6%)  (13.4%)  (42%)  (10.38%)  (5.94%)
Table 4. Definite noun phrases in the local CAs of TCs*

Although the frequency of TCs with definite Objects is not high, their proportion is
reasonably significant, especially if we consider the figures for eModEI, eModEIl and IModE.
Our findings confirm the presence of definite postverbal segments in TCs across time, as well
as their acceptability, provided that they present information that is salient for the discourse.
In Hannay’s (1985: 101) words, “definite terms may occur quite naturally in existentials on
condition that their pragmatic status is not in conflict with the function of the existential
predication”. This indicates a progressive consolidation (or grammaticalisation) of the TC as a
scheme of mood in which the there-strategy is becoming a new type of declarative mood
pattern rather than an alternative to the unmarked SVX organisation.

5. CONCLUDING REMARKS

In this paper we have carried out a corpus-driven investigation on the distribution of TCs
from IME to PDE. The findings lead to the conclusion, first, that the TC is productive in all
periods and, second, that its frequency increases progressively, which underlines the statistical
consolidation of the strategy in the recent history of the language. Higher proportions of TCs
are detected in speech and in speech-based texts, especially in PDE. The homogeneous
distribution of TCs among the text types in PDE is in keeping with the hypothesis that this
meta-informative strategy has consolidated itself in later periods. In fact, it has been suggested
that the TC can be taken as a specific scheme of the declarative mood, which received support
from the progressive grammaticalisation of the structure around an invariable there’s marker,
even with plural local CAs.

Prototypically, in the TC a nominal local CA is placed in the Predicate, in sentence-final
or, at least, postverbal position, while an AS occupies the unmarked (preverbal) global CA
position. Informatively speaking, the local CAs are not only informatively new (forward-
looking, discourse-unfamiliar, or nonreferring centres), but also indefinite and pragmatically
salient in the discourse. In this line, the previous sections of the paper show that TCs have the
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capacity to serve discourse coherence by continuing with the same local topics as previous
utterances, as ‘smooth-shift’ transitions from one CA to another.
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NOTES

1.  While 'informative layer' refers to the propositional meaning of the message, 'meta-informative'
refers to the linear distribution of the propositional meaning, that is, word order. See following
paragraphs and Section 2 for further details.

2. Centering, as defined by Walker, Joshi & Prince (1998: 2), is a synthesis of the two above
mentioned strands of earlier work: first, research by Joshi and Kuhn (1979) and Joshi and
Weinstein (1981), and secondly, research conveyed by Grosz (1977) , Sidner (1979), and Grosz
and Sidner (1986).

3. Much attention has been paid, especially in formal accounts of TCs, to issues such as the so-
called 'leftmost be condition’, 'predicate restriction' or 'sourcelessness issue'. Even though, to the
best of our knowledge, they have not been approached from the perspective of the MIC Theory,
constraints of time and space compel us to leave the question open to further research.

4. Pérez-Guerra (1999: 105) reports that in late Middle English about two thirds of the there-
sentences could be adapted to a non-there SV(X) configuration. In the late Modern English
corpus (see Section 2), 49.36% (309/626) of examples might have a corresponding SV(X)
variant. In the present-day English data, only a quarter of instances would allow such a
transformation (77.43% — 2,083/2,690 — in the British National Corpus). This might suggest that
the TC was an alternative to the unmarked organisation in older English and has evolved into a
specific word-order variant in contemporary English not necessarily tied to the unmarked
ordering of clausal constituents.

5. As defined by Wlodarczyk (1994: 670; 1996: 181), AS (including existential there) can be
defined as “lexémes (éventuellement de forme morphonologique zero) dont le critére définitoire
est qu’ils ne peuvent apparaitre que dans la position syntaxique de sujet.”

6. Notice that, even if there is a dummy or (informatively) empty element, there is a referential
relationship that links it with the local CA in the Predicate.

7. For the concept of Small Clause, see, for instance, Haegeman (1994: 123 ff). This analysis is also
suggested by Hale & Keyser (2002: 189) for those instances of unaccusative verbs participating
in the TC.

8. See Pérez-Guerra (1999: 64-67) for other linguistic differences between there-constructions and
sentences with locative there. See Kaiser (2000) for the syntactic treatment of there as a locative
argument of the verb.

9. The figures given in Pérez-Guerra (1999: 105) show a statistically significant difference between
IME and PDE in the percentage of TCs in embedded positions. This demonstrates that the
construction is likely to occur both in root and in embedded contexts. The results also indicate a
remarkable decrease in the number of non-root TCs over time: from 17.2% in IME to 2.9% in the
LOB PDE data. This fact is in line with the characterisation of the TC as a specific word-order
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variant not necessarily connected to the unmarked configuration. The informative characterisation
of the construction will give support to the previous hypothesis.

10. See Halliday (1994), among others, for the definition and analysis of the so-called thematic
systems.

11. In this paper we use the terms ‘existential’ and ‘presentative/presentational’ indistinctly, whereas
such a distinction is frequently maintained in the literature (Hannay 1985, Huddleston & Pullum
2002).

12. The data are based exclusively on the HC and LOB samples. The period IModE has not been
investigated in terms of referentiality since we have not had access to the context of the examples
containing there.

13. We included in this group nominal CAs initiated by the definite determiner the, demonstratives,
possessives, such (a), names (proper nouns) and nouns which belong to the permanent registry of
universal referents (love, truth, death, pain, silence).
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