
ELLEN F. PRINCE

Ellen F. Prince, president of the Linguistic Society of America in 2008 and a major
figure in the fields of discourse, pragmatics, and information structure, died peacefully
in her home in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, on October 24, 2010, of lung cancer. She
was sixty-six. At the time of her death, Ellen was Professor Emeritus (she would have
eschewed the title 'Emerita') of Linguistics, with a secondary appointment in the De­
partment of Computer and Information Science, at the University of Pennsylvania,
where she had been a faculty member from 1974 until her retirement in 2005.

Ellen was born Ellen Deanna Friedman on February 29, 1944, in the Flatbush! neigh­
borhood of Brooklyn, New York, the only child of Irving and Jeannette (nee Rothkopf)
Friedman. As a leap day baby, she enjoyed only sixteen birthdays in her sixty-six years,
the last being on February 29, 2008, on which date friends gathered to celebrate her
'Sweet Sixteen'. Growing up in Brooklyn, she attended Walt Whitman Junior High
School for only two years, having skipped eighth grade, and Erasmus Hall High School
for four years. In 1960, she enrolled in Brooklyn College, where she received a B.A. in
French in 1964. Always interested in language, she completed an M.A. thesis in 1967
also at Brooklyn College, translating and commenting on an Anglo-Norman manuscript
under the supervision of Wallace Lipton, while at the same time studying linguistics at
New York University in 1966-67. In the fall of 1967 she enrolled in the Linguistics
Ph.D. program at the University of Pennsylvania, where her husband Gerald Prince
(whom she met in a French poetry class at Brooklyn College and married on June 25,
1967) had been hired as an Instructor of French and where he is currently Professor of
Romance Languages.

At Penn, she studied under Zellig Harris, the founder of its linguistics department
and inventor of transformational grammar. In 1974, she completed her dissertation,
which provided a formal analysis of tense and aspect within a Harrisian framework, and
was hired at Penn as an Assistant Professor of Linguistics. She soon found herself
growing disenchanted with the limitations of sentence-level syntax; at the same time,
she was becoming increasingly fascinated with larger units of analysis, specifically the
use of language in context and the pragmatic principles that govern the distribution of
sentences in discourse.

Ellen was inspired by the work of Susumu Kuno, who impressed upon her 'the fact
that the fonn of an utterance may well have something to do with the communicative
intentions of the speaker' (Prince 1988a:164, acknowledgment note). An early work of
Ellen 's-'A comparison of wn-clefts and it-clefts in discourse' (1978)-showed this in­
fluence to good effect. At the time, these two constructions were viewed as inter­
changeable. Ellen showed that in fact their discourse functions and constraints are quite
different; while the presupposed portion of wn-clefts expresses propositions assumed
by the speaker to be in the conscious mind of their addressee, the same is not true of it­
clefts, one subvariety of which actually uses the presupposed part to introduce new in­
formation to the addressee, an instance of what David Lewis was later to dub
'accommodation' .

I From Dutch vlacke bas 'flat woodland', anglicized to Flatbush.
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This paper exemplifies an important feature of Ellen's work, which is her reliance on
naturally occurring data. This was before the ready availability of large computerized
corpora; almost all of the examples in her paper had been painstakingly collected by
hand, either from books and newspapers or, occasionally, from conversations. Well be­
fore Google, much less electronic databases, Ellen was ready to enrich her own work or
that of colleagues with the inclusion of a deftly selected, fully contextualized example
captured in the wild and preserved on a handy index card. Ellen stressed that we human
linguists are not very good at constructing or evaluating examples that require specific
discourse conditions. Another paper of Ellen's-'On the inferencing of indefinite-this
NPs' (1981c)-shows her resourcefulness in finding naturally occurring spoken data.
The bulk of the examples in this paper come from Studs Terkel's 1974 book Working,
which contains extensive recorded interviews with people talking about their experi­
ences at work. Indefinite this turns out to be very common in ordinary speech, but being
nonstandard and thus somewhat stigmatized, it had been almost universally ignored.
Ellen was able to mine Terkel's book and bring to light the characteristics of this neces­
sarily specific determiner, including its forward-looking topic-introducing function
within discourse, while also calling into question some prominent contemporary views
on presupposition.

This emphasis on the use of naturally occurring data pervaded, and indeed made
possible, Ellen's extensive work in information structure and the correlation between
syntactic form and discourse function. In one important paper (Prince 1986), she inves­
tigates a broad range of syntactic constructions and, using naturally occurring data (of
course), finds a strong correlation between the property of containing a syntactic gap
and the marking of an open proposition as shared between speaker and hearer.

In another early influential paper entitled 'Toward a taxonomy of given-new infor­
mation' (1981a), she sorts out and clarifies the different ways in which other researchers
use terms like 'given' and 'new' to describe (assumptions about) information. She dis­
tinguishes three types of givenness-predictability/recoverability, saliency, and so­
called 'shared knowledge', a term she proceeds to discard on the grounds that only an
omniscient observer could know what is and is not shared. She proposes instead the
more accurate 'assumed familiarity' as an umbrella term for what had previously been
called'givenness'. The paper distinguishes the ways in which entities may be alluded to
depending on assumptions by the speaker about the knowledge state of the addressee. It
establishes seven categories, from NPs used to introduce entities unrelated to any others
assumed to be known to the addressee, to those used to refer to the speaker and ad­
dressee themselves.I Also in this paper, Ellen examines two very different texts, an in­
formal conversation and a paragraph from a textbook, and finds marked differences in
the proportions of the different NP types, but also some commonalities-for example,
the tendency for subject NPs to represent entities assumed to be more familiar. One par­
ticularly surprising result from this paper is the demonstration that it is spoken language
that transparently reflects the scale of assumed familiarity and that written texts are far
more opaque.

This work is continued and revised in Ellen's 1992 paper 'The ZPG letter: Subjects,
definiteness, and information-status', which describes three categories of old vs. new
information-first briefly discussing focus-presupposition constructions (building on
her work in Prince 1986), and then introducing the cross-classification between dis-

2 Two of the most interesting of these categories involve what Ellen called 'inferrables', using a spelling
that is not sanctioned by any ordinary English dictionary, but which thanks to her may well become standard.
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course-new and -old entities, on the one hand, and hearer-new and -old entities, on the
other. This pair ofdistinctions constitutes a significant streamlining of the categories in­
troduced in Prince 1981a, resulting in a four-celled matrix of information statuses that
has been shown in subsequent research to account for a great many constraints on the
use of noncanonical syntactic constructions (what Prince 1985 called 'fancy syntax').

Two other papers making major contributions to pragmatic theory are Prince 1976,
an early demonstration of the use of crosslinguistic data and the relevance of hedging
and politeness to the operation of grammatical rules, and Prince 1983, a widely cited
unpublication showing how Grice's framework for deriving implicatures from the ex­
ploitation of conversational maxims had been widely misunderstood. This latter paper,
'Grice and universality', elegantly reveals the flaws in the case for viewing the Gricean
pragmatic paradigm as culture-specific by demonstrating how natural language com­
munication would have to work (or rather not work) in the absence of the maxims and
implicatures; it has long been required reading in pragmatics courses despite the fact
that it was denied publication on ideological grounds by the one journal she submitted
it to (as a reply to an earlier article therein).

Any linguist who persisted in conflating all instances of leftward movement of con­
stituents under the rubric 'topicalization' was disabused of this view by Prince 1981b,
which artfully distinguishes the subtly variegated discourse properties of topicalization,
focus movement, and Yiddish movement, the last construction illustrated by the classic
exchange in 1.

(1) A: Hello, Mrs. Goldberg. How's everything? How's your son?
B: Oy, don't ask. A sports car he wants-that's all I was missing!

Here, the open proposition he wants X is assumed to allude to a familiar (or plausibly
inferrable) issue, but is neither salient nor previously evoked. In Yiddish movement,
negative polarity items can be extracted beyond their licenser, with the resultant utter­
ance-Afinger he wouldn 't fijt/-characteristically accompanied, in Ellen's words, by a
dorsal display of the hand. The fact that each of the three discourse functions can be ex­
pressed with the same surface syntax, albeit with different prosodic contours, and the
fact that these discourse functions can also be expressed with different syntactic con­
structions (e.g. clefts), underlines the complex many-to-many relations between syntax
and discourse that Ellen's work so insightfully explored. This point is brought out
nicely in another paper, Prince 1984, which focuses on the distinctions between topical­
ization and left dislocation (LD) while also illuminating the trichotomy of functions
conflated in the latter form: LD1 (serving to simplify processing), LD2 (serving to mark
a salient partially ordered set relation), and LD3 (serving to preempt or amnesty island
violations).

Yiddish played a significant part in Ellen's research beginning with her insights con­
cerning Yiddish movement in Prince 1981b, discussed above. Ellen later got serious
about her heritage language, returning to school in 1985 to obtain an Intermediate Cer­
tificate in Yiddish from Columbia University and the YIVO Institute for Jewish Re­
search. Over the next sixteen years, a flurry of articles that had 'Yiddish' in the
title-and others that dealt with Yiddish-appeared, averaging more than one per year.

Many of these papers capitalize on the pliability ofYiddish syntax for what it can re­
veal about the pragmatic effects of syntactic form. Prince 1993, for example, explores
the pragmatics of a construction in which a dummy pronoun, es 'it', fills the initial po­
sition in a clause and therefore requires the subject to be postposed, given the verb­
second nature ofYiddish. By careful analysis ofa large text, Ellen demonstrates that the
postposed subject cannot refer to an entity that has already been evoked. Prince 1999
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explores, from the vantage point of centering theory, the pragmatic effects of leftmost
position of a nonsubject coupled with that constituent's absence from its normal posi­
tion. Here Ellen makes the same three-way distinction that she made in 1981b between
topicalization (so-called), focus movement, and Yiddish movement, adding an inde­
pendent discussion of the similar syntactic form within Yiddish itself. She shows that in
Yiddish the form functions in two pragmatically distinguishable ways that are similar
to, but more general than, the functions of native English topicalization and focus
movement. Ellen demonstrates that Yiddish movement in English is like focus move­
ment in Yiddish, having a use that resembles focus movement in English, but with
weaker discourse constraints.

Ellen's work on Yiddish took her into linguistic realms that she otherwise might not
have entered: lexicalism (Davis & Prince 1986), the borrowing of forms, meanings, and
functions in language contact situations, and dialect shift. She was a pioneer in the field
of historical pragmatics, making the discovery that borrowing is easiest when what is
borrowed is a Saussurean two-part sign: a combination of form and function. Since
Max Weinreich's early work on the history of Yiddish (eventually published as Wein­
reich 1973), Yiddish has been widely viewed as a special kind of language, a FUSION

LANGUAGE without parallel among 'ordinary' languages. But in Prince 2001, Ellen in­
sists that Yiddish is governed by the same forces that apply to other languages. That ar­
ticle makes other scientifically valid points that are also heresies to many Yiddishists,
for example, that Yiddish did not begin with partial speakers of Germanic, that Old Yid­
dish was a sister language of Middle High German, and that the boundary between Old
Yiddish and Middle High German is unclear.

Ellen's interests in Yiddish dialects led her in the early 1980s to discover the work of
the Yiddish folksinger Sarah Gorby (born in Russia around the tum of the century in an
area that later became a part of Romania). Ellen became fascinated both with Gorby's
work and with the shifts in her dialect as represented in her songs recorded over a pe­
riod of forty years (from about 1940 until 1979). She meticulously transcribed the pro­
nunciation of vowels from a large corpus of recordings and used this to document the
factors influencing dialect shift over the course of one individual's lifetime (Prince
1987). Ellen's involvement with Gorby's music transcended her scholarly interest in
the dialect shift-she loved her singing and collected as many recordings of her as
she could. She tracked down and made contact with Gorby's remaining family (Gorby
herself died in 1980), and established a foundation dedicated to the preservation of
Gorby's music.

Ellen's work was in many ways about drawing connections, as can be seen in her
work on syntax and discourse functions, in her work on pragmatic borrowing (Prince
1988b), and in her later work on CENTERING THEORY (Walker & Prince 1996, Walker et
al. 1998). Centering theory (Grosz et al. 1995) connects strands from information struc­
ture, psycholinguistics, and computer science in a theory of local coherence in dis­
course. It ranks the referring expressions in a sentence as a list of FORWARD-LOOKING

CENTERS based on their potential to be the BACKWARD-LOOKING CENTER of the next sen­
tence, where the backward-looking center is the topic of the sentence and is defined as
the highest member of the previous sentence's list of forward-looking centers expressed
in the current sentence. By giving teeth to the often vaguely defined concept of a sen­
tence topic, centering theory appealed to Ellen for its promise to lend computational
tractability to the relationship between linguistic form and discourse function.

Ellen served widely and successfully as a linguistic expert in a variety of forensic
contexts before becoming frustrated at the limitations of the process, as was driven
home to her in the courtroom when, in the middle of her dramatic illustration of the im-
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portance of prosodic cues for determining speaker's intentions, she noticed the conster­
nation of the court reporter, betraying (as was later confirmed) the absence of any sys­
tematic means for indicating stress, much less intonation. In Prince 1990-an
influential paper on the use and widespread MISuse of surreptitiously recorded conver­
sations by federal prosecutors as evidence in criminal trials-Ellen characterizes the
forensic understanding of language in her inimitable style (' outrageously inexcusable' ,
'grossly misunderstood', 'careless and uninformed work on the part of the federal gov­
ernment'), but concedes that the problems are easier to identify than the solutions. 'Per­
haps', she concludes, 'the best we can hope for is a more knowledgeable government,
one that knows how to listen to speech, how to transcribe it, and how to interpret it, one
that is informed by basic linguistic and sociolinguistic principles of how social conver­
sations work and of how individuals interact verbally. In short, maybe it's time for Big
Brother to learn some linguistics' (1990:288). Then as now, Big Brother could have
done worse than begin by sitting in on Ellen's own classes or downloading papers from
her website.

Among Ellen's greatest joys as a professor were the close bonds she formed with her
students. All told, Ellen supervised nineteen Ph.D. dissertations between 1985 and
2005, an average of about one per year. In addition, she served on several dozen disser­
tation committees at Penn (in the Departments of Linguistics, Computer & Information
Science, and Psychology, and in the Graduate School of Education) and elsewhere (in­
cluding Columbia University, Tel-Aviv University, the University of Toronto, La Trobe
University (Melbourne), and Yeshiva University).

A prolific scholar with more than sixty publications and more than 150 talks and pre­
sentations to her name, Ellen also served on numerous editorial boards and program com­
mittees throughout her career. In addition to being elected President of the Linguistic
Society ofAmerica, her service to the LSA included being Associate Director oftwo LSA
Institutes (while teaching at three others) and membership on many committees, includ­
ing a term on the Executive Committee (1992-1994). In 2009, she was honored by her
peers by being elected a Fellow ofthe American Association for the Advancement ofSci­
ence. When Ellen was unable to give her presidential address in 2009 due to her declin­
ing health, the LSA celebrated her career by organizing the Ellen F. Prince Tribute
Symposium, which provided the presenters and attendees an opportunity to comment on
Ellen's work and the enormous impact that it-and she-had on their lives.

Never one to suffer fools gladly, Ellen had a reputation for being at times stem if not
downright gruff. However, her razor-sharp wit and Brooklyn bravado belied a tender
and generous spirit. Her intensity permeated all aspects of her life. When she and Gerry
decided to have a house built in 1988 she immersed herself in every detail-even driv­
ing to New Jersey to look at a house built of a brick whose color she was considering.
With Ellen's detailed attention their house turned out beautifully, and was filled with an
eclectic array of artwork that she and Gerry had collected on their extensive travels, in­
cluding such treasures as a collection of needlepoint ketubahs (Jewish marriage con­
tracts). And plants. Ellen was a great admirer of cacti and was proud of her membership
in the Philadelphia Cactus and Succulent Society.

Always a great admirer of dogs, upon retirement she finally, after months of looking,
found the perfect 'Min Pin' (miniature pinscher), Misty. (Ellen felt that the three-year­
old dog, named 'Mysti' by her previous caretakers, was too old for a full name change,
but that she would not object to a revision of the original somewhat orthographically
challenged version. Apparently Misty was fine with that.) Misty was a beloved com­
panion during Ellen's last several years and, in addition to the other treasures, the house
became full of dog beds and blankets in every room.
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Ellen's friends, colleagues, and students were fortunate to have had more time with
her than anyone, including herself, expected. She long outlived her prognosis (or, as she
enjoyed putting it, her 'expiration date') and for that we are grateful. For over twenty­
five years, Ellen and Gerry got together annually with a group of out-of-town friends
for poker and merriment. After her diagnosis, her poker friends were privileged to have
not just one but two more get-togethers (the second of which Ellen herself organized).
Under the circumstances, one might have thought that these events would be sad, but
that was not at all the case; they were joyful celebrations. For Ellen never lost her char­
acteristic humor, wit, andjoie de vivre. Life for Ellen was about intensely experiencing
and reflecting on her rich array of interests-from the discourse functions of syntax to
the growth cycle of a cactus, from an appreciation of the music of Sarah Gorby to an
awe at the intelligence of dogs, from an admiration of the expertise of folk artists to a
deep love ofYiddish and the intellectual and artistic culture of its speakers. Ellen's zest
and intensity were a gift to all who knew her. Few people have had a greater impact in
the field or on as many people as Ellen Prince. Her legacy continues in the lives of her
many students (and grandstudents) and the many people inside and outside of linguis­
tics whose lives she touched. [GREGORY WARD, Northwestern University; BETTY J.
BIRNER, Northern Illinois University; LAURENCE R. HORN, Yale University; BARBARA
ABBOTT, Michigan State University; PAULINE JACOBSON, Brown University; and JER­
ROLD M. SADOCK, University ofChicago.] *

REFERENCES

DAVIS, LORI 1., and ELLEN F. PRINCE. 1986. Yiddish verb-topicalization and the notion 'lexi­
cal integrity'. Chicago Linguistic Society 22.90-97.

GROSZ, BARBARA; ARAVIND JOSHI; and SCOTT WEINSTEIN. 1995. Centering: A framework for
modeling the local coherence of discourse. Computational Linguistics 2.21.203-25.

PRINCE, ELLEN F. 1976. The syntax and semantics of NEG-raising, with evidence from
French. Language 52.404-26.

PRINCE, ELLEN F. 1978. A comparison of wn-clefts and it-clefts in discourse. Language
54.883-906.

PRINCE, ELLEN F. 1981a. Toward a taxonomy of given-new information. Radical pragmat­
ics, ed. by Peter Cole, 223-55. New York: Academic Press.

PRINCE, ELLEN F. 1981b. Topicalization, focus-movement, and Yiddish-movement: A prag­
matic differentiation. Berkeley Linguistics Society 7.249-64.

PRINCE, ELLEN F. 1981 c. On the inferencing of indefinite-this NPs. Elements ofdiscourse
understanding, ed. by Aravind K. Joshi, Bonnie L. Webber, and Ivan A. Sag, 231-50.
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

PRINCE, ELLEN F. 1983. Grice and universality: A reappraisal. Philadelphia: University of
Pennsylvania, MS. Online: httpv/wwwling.upcnn.edu/....ellcn/.

PRINCE, ELLEN F. 1984. Topicalization and left-dislocation: A functional analysis. Annals of
the New York Academy ofSciences 433.213-25.

PRINCE, ELLEN F. 1985. Fancy syntax and 'shared knowledge'. Journal of Pragmatics
9.65-81.

PRINCE, ELLEN F. 1986. On the syntactic marking of presupposed open propositions.
Chicago Linguistic Society 22.208-22.

PRINCE, ELLEN F. 1987. Sarah Gorby, Yiddish folksinger: A case study of dialect shift. Inter­
national Journal ofthe Sociology ofLanguage 67.83-116.

PRINCE, ELLEN F. 1988a. Discourse analysis: A part of the study of linguistic competence.
Linguistics: The Cambridge survey. Vol. 2: Linguistic theory: Extensions and implica­
tions, ed. by Frederick Newmeyer, 164-82. New York: Cambridge University Press.

* We are grateful to Jeffrey P. Kaplan and Gerald Prince for their helpful assistance on earlier drafts. To the
authors belongs the responsibility for any remaining errors.

https://doi.org/10.1353/lan.2011.0090 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1353/lan.2011.0090


872 LANGUAGE, VOLUME 87, NUMBER 4 (2011)

PRINCE, ELLEN F. 1988b. On pragmatic change: The borrowing of discourse functions. Jour­
nal ofPragmatics 12.505-18.

PRINCE, ELLEN F. 1990. On the use of social conversation as evidence in a court of law. Lan­
guage in thejudicial process, ed. by Judith N. Levi and Anne Graffam Walker, 279-89.
New York: Plenum.

PRINCE, ELLEN F. 1992. The ZPG letter: Subjects, definiteness, and information-status. Dis­
course description: Diverse linguistic analyses ofafund-raising text, ed. by William C.
Mann and SandraA. Thompson, 295-326. Philadelphia: John Benjamins.

PRINCE, ELLEN F. 1993. On the discourse functions of syntactic form in Yiddish: Expletive
es and subject-postposing. The field of Yiddish: Studies in Yiddish language, folklore,
and literature. Fifth collection, ed. by David Goldberg, Marvin I. Herzog, Barbara
Kirschenbaum-Gimblett, and Dan Miron, 59-86. Evanston, ILlNew York: Northwest­
ern University PressNIVO.

PRINCE, ELLEN F. 1999. How not to mark topics: 'Topicalization' in English and Yiddish.
Texas Linguistics Forum, Ch. 8. Austin: University of Texas.

PRINCE, ELLEN F. 2001. Yiddish as a contact language. Creolization and contact, ed. by Nor­
val Smith and Tonjes Veenstra, 263-90. Amsterdam: John Benjamins.

TERKEL, STUDS. 1974. Working. New York:Avon.
WALKER, MARILYN A.; ARAVIND K. JOSHI; and ELLEN F. PRINCE (eds.) 1998. Centering the­

ory in discourse. Oxford: Oxford University Press.
WALKER, MARILYN A., and ELLEN F. PRINCE. 1996. A bilateral approach to givenness:

A hearer-status algorithm and a centering algorithm. Reference and referent accessibil­
ity, ed. by Thorstein Fretheim and Jeanette K. Gundel, 291-306. Philadelphia: John
Benjamins.

WEINREICH, MAX. 1973. Geshikhte fund der yidisher shprakh: Bagrifn, faktn, metodn. New
York:YIVO.

https://doi.org/10.1353/lan.2011.0090 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1353/lan.2011.0090

