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Following Vallduví 1992, I assume a partition of the background into link and tail. A link is an expression that directs the hearer to a given address under which the information carried by the sentence is entered. A tail specifies how the information must be entered under a specific address. It is an indication that further instructions are needed to guarantee the felicitous entry of information. 

A link in Italian is sentence initial, usually a Clitic Left Dislocated element (CLLD), while a tail is typically a Clitic Right Dislocated element (CLRD). Links and tails display different discourse properties: links can be discourse new (cf. Reinhart 1981, Benincà 1988), while tails must always have an antecedent in the discourse, or at least in the situational context. 

I claim that the presence of a link always introduces a new address. In other words, whenever a link is present in the sentence, a topic shift occurs. This is empirically supported by the fact that in Italian, a ‘continuous topic’ is never realized in sentence initial position. Corpus data will be provided showing this fact. 

The claim that links are always shifting topics allows me to explain the minimal pair in B1-B2 (boldface indicates links, boldface-italics indicate tails). 

(1) A: Dante, lo boccerai?  ‘Will you fail Dante?

      B1:  No, Dante non lo boccerò. (Ma Ugo e Leo sicuramente sì).

               no Dante not him I-will-fail but Ugo and Leo surely yes

      B2:  No, non lo boccerò (Dante).

               no not him I-will-fail Dante


B1 is naturally interpreted as if followed by a sentence like that in parentheses. In other words, the answer sounds partial, and one expects to know more about the destiny of other students apart from Dante. Such an interpretation does not arise in B2 (cf. Arregi 2003). I argue that the interpretation in B1 and the difference between B1 and B2 is a consequence of the fact that a link is always a shifting topic, while a tail is not. In A, Dante represents the topic. In B1, Dante is repeated in sentence initial position. If we assume that the topic of the answer is again Dante, then the presence of the CLLD is unexpected, given our assumption that a link never represents a continuous topic. Therefore, I argue that A and B1 do not have the same discourse topic. The discourse topic in B1 is a set of students that constitutes the complete answer to the question, and Dante is just a member of that set. A tail, on the contrary, is not a shifting topic. Therefore, no contrastive interpretation is triggered by its presence in B2. 

In the last part of the talk, the idea will be pursued that the properties of tails are not necessarily associated with CLRD, but with any material that is linearly post-focal. Examples will be provided where CLRD (see 2a) and post-focal background (PFB) in a sentence with left-peripheral focus (see 2b) are found in the same contexts.

(2) a. Li ho prestati a CLARA, gli appunti.

          them I-have lent to CLARA the notes

      b. A Clara ho  prestato gli appunti. 

           to CLARA I-have lent the notes

I show that both must have an antecedent, either in the preceding sentence, or earlier in the discourse, or in the situational context. Furthermore, I observe that when the sentence contains a CLRD or a PFB, the focus is usually contrastive. This fact can be explained if we assume that both a CLRD and a PFB are tails. What is contrasted must have been mentioned earlier in the discourse or at least be present in the situational context; thus, if a sentence has a contrastive focus, the background of that sentence will have an antecedent, and this is always the case when the background is a tail. 

I will eventually present syntactic analyses of left peripheral focus such as Samek-Lodovici 2006, which provide independent support to my claim that all post-focal material is tail. Within such analyses, PFB as that in 2b is ‘right dislocated’, so the parallelism I find with respect to the discourse properties between CLRD and PFB is given at the syntactic level. 

