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How to study historical information structure: Introducing the Pentaset 
 
English went from SOV to SVO by way of two separate changes: OV to VO around 1200, 
and the loss of (a variant of) the Verb-Second rule around 1400. Word order change is always 
particularly interesting because it involves a period of variation, and where there is variation 
speakers tend to assign a “meaning” or function to the variants. One such meaning is 
information structural: signs to the hearer that what follows will be new and hence will 
require a greater processing effort. There is a growing awareness that much of the word order 
variation we find in historical texts is possibly not (only) a matter of competing grammars, 
but  might be motivated by information structure considerations. Some orders may be 
motivated by information structure at an early period, but become syntacticized at a later 
stage; and, conversely, some orders may be syntactically motivated earlier but acquire an 
information structure or discourse motivation later--especially when they have become 
minority, non-canonical orders because of syntactic change. The difficulty is that any 
investigation into such motivations will require a massive effort in coding information 
structural statuses in existing historical corpora, with attending problems of interrater 
agreement. 

I will report on a project in Nijmegen in which, rather than adding direct 
specifications like “topic,” “focus,” etc. to the NPs of the corpus, we enriched a corpus with 
referential information only, i.e. a link to an antecedent and a further specification of the 
relationship between antecedent and referential NP as (i) identical in reference to an earlier 
antecedent, (ii) inferable from an earlier antecedent, (iii) assumed from extra-textual 
knowledge, (iv) no antecedent (i.e. new) or (v) incapable of having an antecedent (inert)).  
This procedure allows more text to be marked up, and should still be sufficient to extract the 
desired data, because we also have syntactic information – these corpora have already been 
tagged and parsed. Apart from this practical aspect, there is also a theoretical implication: if 
information status reduces a set of referential “primitives” – which we have called the 
pentaset – this means that notions like topic and focus are themselves derived rather than 
basic notions of information structure.  

I will discuss this coding and show the kind of information that can be extracted from 
a corpus using the pentaset and the syntactic coding in tandem. 


