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Abstract. This paper introduces two discourse particles of Terek Kumyk (<West
Kipchak<Kipchak<Turkic): =msA and =č. The first one is found commonly within
Turkic languages as a contrastive topic marker (Iatridou 2013), while the latter one
is only observed in this dialect, and its functions remain quite vague. In our notes
we will distinguish these two particles from homonymic markers, observe some con-
texts where they occur, take a look at their impact on sentential prosody and will also
provide a brief sketch of semantic analysis of these two markers.
Keywords. information structure; discourse markers; (contrastive) topic; (con-
trastive) focus

1. Background information.

1.1. TEREK KUMYK. Terek Kumyk is a dialect of Kumyk language, which belongs to the
Kipchak-Cuman subfamily of the Kipchak family of the Turkic languages. It is spoken mostly in
Mozdok district (the Republic North Ossetia — Alania)1. Despite the fact that Standard Kumyk,
which is spoken in Dagestan, is fully described in (Gadjiaxmedov et al. 2014), we cannot rely on
this description in our research, because the Terek dialect differs from Standard Kumyk in several
aspects. One of this differences is that Terek Kumyk has a more free unmarked word order (1)
than the standard variant. Terek Kumyk word order can be SOV or SVO. Notably, the latter one
is preferred by the native speakers, all of which are Russian-Kumyk bilinguals.

(1) a. Kerim
Kerim

hudur-nu
porridge-ACC

aša-j.
eat-IPFV

b. Kerim
Kerim

aša-j
eat-IPFV

hudur-nu.
porridge-ACC

‘Kerim eats porridge.’

Subject tends to be the leftmost word in the sentence and to precede direct (1) and indirect (2)
objects. The only class of constituents that can precede the subject, when the interpretation of the
sentence is unmarked, is high adverbs, but we shall not observe them in this sketchy study.

(2) Kerim
Kerim

jurt-da.
village-LOC

‘Kerim is in the village.’

The pitch contour of an isolated sentence with basic word order is relatively smooth (Fig. 1).
The pitch falls on every (prosodic) word, but the most significant pitch lowering is located at the
end of the phrase.
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Figure 1. Pitch track for sentence Kerim jurt-da (Kerim village-LOC) ‘Kerim is in the village.’

All the violations of SOV or SVO order will lead to marked interpretations. For example, in a
sentence with OSV order like (3a) the direct object hudur ‘porridge’ would possibly be inter-
preted as topic. For (3b), where indirect object jurt ‘village’ occurs at the beginning of the sen-
tence, the situation is quite similar. The sentences in (3) cannot serve as answers to the question
“What is happening?”, albeit they are among possible answers to the questions about the porridge
and about the village.

(3) a. Hudur-nu
porridge-ACC

Kerim
Kerim

aša-j.
eat-IPFV

‘As for the porridge, Kerim eats it.’
b. Jurt-da

village-LOC

Alim.
Alim

‘As for the village, Alim is there.’

As for prosody, pitch (Fig. 2) goes up and reaches its peak at the right border of the topi-
calized constituent. After this, it acts like the pitch contour of a sentence with unmarked word
order. As mentioned in (Vallduvé & Engdahl 1996) (via (İşsever 2003), the same pattern of pitch
movement on sentence-initial topics is observed in Turkish. It is also worth noting that there is
(almost) no pause between topicalized and non-topicalized part of the sentence.

Figure 2. Pitch track for sentence Jurt-da Alim (village-LOC Alim) ‘As for the village, Alim is
there.’
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1.2. SOME (PRE)THEORETICAL NOTIONS. In the previous section we have mentioned topi-
calization and its impact on the sentential prosody. At this point, let us define what we mean by
topic, as well as by focus and contrast, the information structure-related notions that will also ap-
pear in the following text.

As mentioned in (Reinhart 1981), (sentence) topic is the equivalent of the term theme, i. e. a
discourse entity which the sentence is about. Topic is distingiushed from the background, which
stands for all the information that is not focused. Following (Stevens 2017), we define focus as
“the portion of an utterance which is especially informative or important within the context”. If
topic occurs in the question, focus occurs in its answer, so, as noted in (Van der Wal 2016), the
question-answer test is “the most widespread and most widely accepted test for focus”. The re-
sults of application of this test are presented below (e. g. (12) and (13)).

Contrast is perhaps the most disputable of the aforementioned notions. One can treat it as an
independent feature which is not a part of topic and focus (as in Neeleman & Vermeulen 2012).
However it is also possible to analyse contrast as a feature dependent on topic and focus (see
(Dyakonova 2009; Constant 2014)). According to the second point of view, the reason why we
interpret contrastive focus more contrastive than discourse-new focus is because it has a closed
set of alternatives, while discourse-new focus has an open set of alternatives. In our study we
adopt this approach, following previous researches about information structure in Turkic lan-
guages (e. g. (Gürer et al. 2015)).

2. Note #0: Introducing =č and =msA, two markers of contrastive topic. Let us first look
at contrastive topics. For example, when answering a question about the location of Alim and
Kerim, one can say [Alim]TOPIC is in the town, [Kerim]CONTR. TOPIC is in the village. In Terek Kumyk
there are three possible ways to express this meaning (4): without any discourse markers, with
clitic =msA attached to the contrastive topic Kerim or with clitic =č attached to the same con-
stituent. All these ways to express contrastive topic are evaluated as equally acceptable by native
speakers of Terek Kumyk, and in (4) or in similar contexts =č and =msA are interchangeable.

(4) Alim
A.

Mazlek-de,
Mozdok-LOC

Kerim
K.

/
/

Kerim=mse
K.=MSA

/
/

Kerim=č
K.=Č

jurt-da.
village-LOC

Alim is in the town (i.e. Mozdok), and Kerim is in the village.’ (Answering the question
Where is Alim, and where is Kerim?)

The pitch tracks for all three variants are provided below, and we shall now compare them
to the ones of sentences with non-contrastive topics and to each other in order to detect possible
impact of the two aforementioned contrastive topic markers on sentence prosody. We also aim
to compare pitch contour of a sentence with =č to the one of a sentence with =msA — despite
the fact that they are totally fungible in the current context, they may trigger different prosodic
behavior.

As can be seen in Fig. 3, prosody contour of both parts of the sentence without any of con-
trastive topic markers is as smooth as one of the sentence with basic word order (Fig. 1): we ob-
serve a minor pitch rise on the topicalized constituent [Alim]. The main difference is that at the
right border of the first clause [Alim Mazlek-de] Alim town-LOC ‘Alim is in the town’ the pitch
goes up, which does not resemble its behavior at the end of the second clause.
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Figure 3. Pitch (and intensity) track for sentence Alim Mazlek-de, Kerim jurt-da (Alim town-LOC,
Kerim village-LOC) ‘Alim is in the town, and Kerim is in the village.’

The same pitch contour is observed in Fig. 4: pitch goes up at the end of the first clause and
then rises up on a topicalized constituent at the left edge of the second clause. The picture resem-
bles Fig. 3.

Figure 4. Pitch (and intensity) track for sentence Alim Mazlek-de, Kerim=č jurt-da (Alim town-
LOC, Kerim=Č village-LOC) ‘Alim is in the town, and Kerim is in the village.’

While the pitch contour of the first clause of the sentence with =msA expectedly goes up at
the right border, the prosody of the second one is slightly different. We observe pitch rise at the
right border of the =msA-marked constituent accompanied by a pause after it — in two afore-
mentioned cases the pause occured only between two clauses, but definitely not after the topical-
ized constituent. This might as well indicate that a constituent with =msA prosodically acts like
an autonomous clause, similarly to the first clause in (4), and this cannot be said about topicalized
constituents with =č or without any markers.
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Figure 5. Pitch (and intensity) track for sentence Alim Mazlek-de, Kerim-mse jurt-da (Alim town-
LOC, Kerim=MSA village-LOC) ‘Alim is in the town, and Kerim is in the village.’

To sum up our introductory note, we have observed that notwithstanding the interchangeabil-
ity of these two markers in the context of contrastive topic, one can catch the difference between
them on the level of prosody. This note offers the prospect of looking for other differences be-
tween =č and =msA as CT-markers: for example, if a =msA-marked constituent is a clause and a
=č-marked one is not, then there might be different restrictions in extraction from these two kinds
of topicalized constituents.

To figure out why does =msA makes a constituent followed by it act like a clause, while =č
does not, we feel compelled to say something about the origins of these two markers. Our Note
#1 is dedicated to the comparison of =č and =msA to the homonymous units.

3. Note #1: What can homonyms tell about =msA and =č. Let us start with separating our
discourse markers from their homonyms in order to discover some peculiarities of their meaning
and possibly some restrictions on their attachment.

3.1. =msA: NOT ONLY A CONDITIONAL MARKER. Terek Kumyk particle =msA originates
from bu-sa (< bol-sa in Literal Kumyk) ‘be-COND’. =msA can also be a conditional marker that
is placed after an (im)perfective (5).

(5) a. Tünegün
yesterday

gel-gen=mse-ng,
come-PFCT=be+COND-2SG

šorpa
soup

aša-žad1-ng.
eat-FUT1+PST-2SG

‘If you came yesterday, you would eat some soup.’
b. O

3SG

uhla-j=msa,
sleep-IPFV-be+COND

men
1SG

o-nu
3SG-ACC

čaq1r-ma-žad1-m
call-NEG-FUT1+PST-1SG

bizin=mnen.
1PL.GEN=COM

‘If she was asleep, I wouldn’t have called her to come with us.’

In Terek Kumyk, if not attached to a phrasal argument, =msA may only derive the condi-
tional reading, but not a contrastive one (6). However, it is possible to have =msA after condi-
tional verb form (7), if contrastive topic is located inside the antecedent of a conditional clause.
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(6) a. Mišik
cat

uhla-j,
sleep-IPFV,

it=mse
dog=MSA

Kapla-j
bark-IPFV

‘The cat is sleeping, the dog is barking.’
b. Mišik

cat
uhla-j,
sleep-IPFV,

it
dog

Kapla-j=msa
bark-IPFV=MSA

‘The cat sleeps, if the dog barks.’ (int.:‘The cat is sleeping, the dog is barking.’)

(7) a. Biz-ge
1PL-DAT

Alim
Alim

gel-se,
come-COND

it-1b1z
dog-1PL.POSS

uhla-p
sleep-CVB

bol-a,
be-IPFV

Kerim
Kerim

gel-se-mse,
come-COND-MSA

hapla-p
bark-CVB

tur-a.
be-IPFV

‘When Alim comes to us, our dog sleeps, but when Kerim comes to us, it barks.’

In paper about analogous (Turkish contrastive topical y-sa is also conditional form of the
verb ‘to be’) marker in Turkish, (Iatridou 2013, there was proposed a reduction of both Con-
ditional -sA (12) and free-relative -sA to -sA as a marker of correlativity, but “the question of
whether contrastive topic -sA (13) can be brought into the fold still remains open”.

(8) a. Turkish (from Iatridou 2013:(12-13))
(Eǧer)
(in.case)

yaǧmur
rain

yaǧ-ar-sa
rain-AOR-COND

sinema-ya
movies-DAT

gid-eceǧ-iz.
go-FUT-1PL

‘(In case) it rains, we will go to the movies.’
b. Ali

Ali
çok
very

hoş
nice

bir
a

insan-dır,
person-is

Oya-ysa
Oya-sA

çok
very

sevimsiz-dir.
unlikeable-is

‘Ali is a very nice person; Oya, on the other hand, is very unlikeable.’

For Terek Kumyk we propose to combine the contrastive topicalization marker with the con-
ditional inflectional marker, since the former, together with the topicalized component, forms a
(conditional) clause that is on the left periphery; we assume that it is a cleft (i.e. a construction
that means something like Speaking about X, ...). The evidence for treating a constituent with CT-
indicating =msA as a clause just like an antecedent of conditional from prosody is provided in
Note #0.

3.2. =č: NOT ONLY AN ANTIHONORIFIC IMPERATIVE MARKER. The grammar of literary
Kumyk (Gadjiaxmedov et al. 2014) informs us that =č is a “dictive-objective particle” — and
it says nothing more about this marker, not a single word about its functioning as a marker of
contrast. In Terek Kumyk =č serves to form a rude order (Kasenov 2023), but a homonymous
particle marking a contrastive topic can be added to it (9).

(9) a. Get!
go.away.IMP

‘Go away!’
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b. Get=č!
go.away.IMP=ANTIHON

‘Go away!’ (rude)
c. Get=č=či!

go.away.IMP=ANTIHON=Č

‘Go away finally!’ (rude)

Nor is one entity a marker of contrastive topicality with the indicator that makes pronouns
specific unknown (10) and that is also only met in Terek Kumyk.

(10) a. Birewde=č
someone=ČSP

meni
1SG.ACC

mahta-ma-di.
praise-NEG-PST

‘Nobody has praised me.’
b. ...,

...
birewde=č=či
someone=ČSP=Č

meni
1SG.ACC

mahta-ma-di.
praise-NEG-PST

‘(Everyone loved my work,) but nobody has praised me.’

The homonymy of these two markers allows us to draw a parallel with the Russian clitic =to
(11), that can be attached to an interrogative pronoun to make an indefinite (regarded as specific
unknown in (Haspelmath 1997), but also allowed in non-specific contexts) one or can serve as a
marker of emphasis or contrast (not only contrastive topic), like it is mentioned parenthetically in
(Rossyaykin et al. 2022).

(11) a. Kto-to
who-TOSP

menja
1SG.ACC

poxvali-l-Ø.
praise.PFV-PST-3SG

‘Somebody has praised me.’
b. ...,

...
kto-to=to
who-TOSP=TOCT

menja
1SG.ACC

poxvali-l-Ø.
praise.PFV-PST-3SG

‘(Despite the fact that nobody loved my work,) somebody still has praised me.’

Bearing in mind that Russian affects the lexicon (one can observe a lot of loanwords from
Russian in Kumyk dictionary and especially in fluent speech of native speakers of Terek Kumyk)
and the grammar of Terek Kumyk (e.g. the aforementioned basic/neutral word order), we may
suppose that polysemy of Russian =to has triggered the development of additional meanings of
Kumyk =č: it started to mark some kind of emphasis and then the choice of one single item from
the set of possible variants — this mechanism is common for for focus (as seen in (Rooth 1992))
and plausible for specific unknown pronouns.

Summing up this note, we may say that (diachronically) the origins and (synchronically) the
homonyms of the two markers of contrastive topic introduced in the previous note can tell a lot
about their possible meanings: cleft-like =msA can only be a topical marker, while =č, which has
evolved from an emphatic marker that chooses one single item from a set, may serve not only as
a contrastive topic marker, but also as a focal particle.
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4. Note #2: On alternative sets. After setting some restrictions on possible meanings of =č and
=msA in the previous section, in current note we shall observe interaction of =č and =msA with
sets of alternatives.

Given an open, contextually unrestricted, set of alternatives (e.g. when answering an open
question), none of the markers suits to indicate focus.

(12) Speaker A. Kim
who

gel-di?
come-PST

‘Who came?’

Speaker B. Alim
A.

/
/

*Alim=č /
A.=Č /

*Alim=mse
A.=MSA

gel-di
come-PST

‘[Alim]F came.’

As for the closed set (e. g. when answering an alternative question), the particle =č is suit-
able for pointing out the most important alternative of the proposed in the question set (13) — at
least it is more suitable then its counterpart, =msA.

(13) Speaker A. Kim
who

gel-di
come-PST

jaš-lar-dan,
boy-PL-ABL

Alim
A.

gel-di-m,
come-PST-Q

Kerim?
K.

‘Who of the boys came, Alim or/and Kerim?’

Speaker B. Alim
A.

/
/

?Alim=č /
A.=Č /

*Alim=mse
A.=MSA

gel-di
come-PST

‘[Alim]F came.’

As we have already seen in (4), both =č and =msA are acceptable as contrastive topic mark-
ers, when alternative set is definitely contextually restricted, i.e. closed.

How can we model the contrast demonstrated in (12-13)? We are not absolutely sure about
accurate semantic representations for =č and =msA, so we shall not provide them here and save
this for future research. However, we suggest that semantics of these two discourse markers
should consider these facts:

• For both =č and =msA there should be contextual restriction on the alternative set: there
might be a subset of C and {X}F for any constituent X followed by any of the two dis-
course markers;

• Because =msA can only indicate contrastive topic, and =č can mark focus in a restricted
set of alternatives (i. e. contrastive focus) and contrastive topic, following (Wagner 2012),
we propose to analyze =č as a FOCUS operator, choosing one salient variant from a set of
items, and =msA — as two nested FOCUS operators, which introduces a set of alternatives
for every (not only one) salient constituent.
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5. Conclusion. In this paper, we presented data on two contrast markers in the Terek dialect of
Kumyk. We have shown how they behave in terms of prosody, and which units they can be asso-
ciated with in order to better understand their meaning, and more clearly defined the function of
each of them. Further work on this topic includes an accurate formal description of the markers
under investigation, as well as an investigation of the syntactic constraints on their use.
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