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I begin with an homage to Russell Tomlin, a great linguist who passed away this year. Tomlin’s 
research program was highly original and insightful. I concentrate on his well-known 1995 paper 
“Focal attention, voice, and word order: An experimental cross-linguistic study” that is important 
in more than one way. First, in that paper Tomlin attempted a cognitive reinterpretation of the 
notion of topic/theme and proposed the cognitive phenomenon of focal attention as a likely 
candidate. Second, Tomlin developed an experimental paradigm in which speaker’s focal attention 
is manipulated and one observes systematic coding of a focally attended referent as a clause 
subject. 

Unfortunately, Tomlin’s study met little understanding among experimental linguists, and as a 
result this paradigm was further developed only in a small number of studies. The reasons behind 
that reception of Tomlin’s work are associated with methodological details of his study that did 
not quite conform to the conventional standards adopted in psycholinguistics. Recognizing that 
methodological rigor is important, at the same time I regret that the baby was thrown out with the 
bathwater. In my view, Tomlin’s empirical result is so robust that it is beyond any doubt 
notwithstanding methodological details. His theoretical result is highly important and helped me 
to construct a theory of reference and referential choice, in which these two linguistic processes 
are tightly knit in a consistent picture with the cognitive processes of attention and working 
memory. 

In the subsequent part of the paper I proceed with my “light experimental” study, dealing with 
another central cross-linguistic phenomenon, namely the choice between finite and non-finite 
verb forms in narrative clauses. The study is based on the evidence from Karachay-Balkar, a Turkic 
language of Northern Caucasus. I studied this language in a field trip situation. I started off with 
analysing two stories, each involving about 85 narrative clauses. An analysis of that limited corpus 
led me to hypothesize that the choice between finite and non-finite verb forms (a) is not random 
and (b) is driven by the absence/presence of a causal nuance in the temporal relation. 

Hypothesis (a) was further tested through an experimental procedure, in which four language 
speakers retold the discourse passages in question. I found that my prediction was held 88% of the 
time, that is apparently the choice between finite and non-finite verb forms is systematic. These 
kinds of supplementary experiments are useful in linguistic field work and lead to more solid 
generalizations. I conclude that it is useful to recognize a larger family of light experimental and 
quasi-experimental methods and approaches, supplementing canonical methods found in 
psycholinguistics and in corpus linguistics. 

 

 


