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FORMAL CORRELATES OF FOCUSING IN KIMATUUMBI*
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Many African languages have a system of grammatical focusing
which pragmatically highlights certain elements of a sentence.
Such systems of focus often have significant consequences in
the syntax and morphology of languages, in that selection of
a particular type of focal morphology prevents syntactic
rules from applying (or forces syntactic rules to apply).
This paper investigates the focusing system of one Bantu lan-
guage, Kimatuumbi. It is argued that the optimal account of
Kimatuumbi focus is to allow the syntactic rules to apply
blindly and to filter out the unacceptable conflicts in focus
via a pragmatic filter.

1. Introduction

In Kimatuumbi, it is possible to bring certain elements into focus in a
sentence by the proper selection of tense-aspect morphology. This paper inves-
tigates the syntactic, morphological and pragmatic problems associated with two
distinct focusing strategies, with the goal of constraining syntax/pragmatics
interactions. The first section of the paper discusses a verb tense which has
the pragmatic property of bringing the action of the verb into focus; this
tense is referred to as the ''verb-focal'" tense. The verb-focal past tense is
contrasted with the more neutral perfective past tense, and it is shown that
selection of the verb-focal past tense severely restricts a number of syntac-
tic processes, whereas the neutral perfective past tehse is not so restricted.

In the second section of the paper, two additional (progressive) verb

*Data for this paper were collected from Emmanuel Manday during the period
1978-1981. 1In this paper, I will use (nf) to indicate a morphological noun-
focal tense, and (vf) to indicate a verb-focal tense. I thank Judy Aissen, Pe-
ter Cole, Alice Davison, Margaret Dunn, Georgia Green, Gaby Hermon, Larry Horn,
Jerry Morgan, Russell Schuh, Susan Stucky and an anonymous reviewer for com-
ments on earlier drafts of this paper.
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tenses are investigated, which I argue serve to bring the role of a verb into
focus within a sentence. These verb-focal tenses are shown to behave exactly
like the verb-focal past tense discussed in the first section with respect to
syntactic and pragmatic restrictions. In addition, two other progressive
tenses which place a noun of the sentence in focus are examined. These noun-
focal progressive tenses are contrasted with the verb-focal progressive tenses,
and it is shown that the selection of the verb-focal tenses appears to place
restrictions on the syntax of the sentence in one way, whereas selection of
the noun-focal tenses appears to place restrictions on the syntax in a comple-
mentary fashion. To take a specific example, if a noun-focal tense is select-
ed, then the syntactic rule of Topicalization cannot apply to the object noun,
although that rule can apply to the object if a verb-focal tense is selected.
On the other hand, if a noun-focal tense is selected then the syntactic pro-
cess of Postposing can apply (and is under certain circumstances obligatory),
whereas if a verb-focal tense is selected, Postposing is impossible. A third
set of progressive tenses is considered, and it is shown that these tenses are
neutral with respect to focus, parallel to the neutral perfective tense.

One conceivable approach to handling the restrictions imposed by aspect
choice would be to make the syntactic component highly complex, allowing one
rule (Postposing) to make global reference to the future applicability of
another rule (Topicalization). Neither Postposing nor Topicalization are by
themselves obligatory. But if a noun-focal tense is selected and the only ob-
ject noun is Topicalized, then Postposing becomes obligatory. Yet Postposing
cannot be stated so as to be obligatory in case the verb selects noun-focal
morphology and no noun follows the verb, since relative clauses can select the
noun-focal tenses and have no postverbal objects (for reasons to be discussed
below) without requiring application of Postposing. Since the dependencies be-
tween Topicalization and Postposing cannot be expressed by ordering Topicaliza-
tion before Postposing or by ordering Topicalization after Postposing, no more
straightforward syntactic solution is possible. An alternative approach, which
I shall adopt here, is to make the syntactic component quite simple and to al-
low the unacceptability of certain sentences to be accounted for by the fact

that they violate pragmatic constraints. Thus, I assume that the starred sen-
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tences to be discussed here are in fact syntactically well-formed; they are,
however, ill-formed, in that they violate pragmatic constraints.! I believe
that the pragmatic constraints which are needed in this language are instances
of more general focus-related constraints found in some other languages. The
two constraints which will prove most important in Kimatuumbi are that a
clause may contain only one focused constituent, and that focused nouns are
placed immediately after the verb.?

Attempts have been made in various places to define "focus'" in terms of
other, presumably more primitive, notions. Givén [1975] characterises the fo-
cused constituent as the one with the most salient or important pragmatic in-
formation. Jackendoff [1972] characterises the focused constituent as the one
containing the information which the speaker presupposes the hearer does not
share. Chafe [1976] defines focus in three steps. In his view, part of the

contrastive sentence is old information; there are a number of choices for the

11t should be noted that the native speaker's reaction to these grammati-
cal but unacceptable sentences is no different from his reaction to strictly
ungrammatical sentences. There is no sense in which the 'raw data" argue for
a pragmatic solution over a syntactic solution.

2The restriction that only one item can be focused in a clause is not
found in languages like English, where two items may be focused, for example
"Who likes only meat?" or '"Tom likes Sally'. However, focusing plays at best a
rather minor role in the grammar of English, in the sense that there are no
morphological processes whose sole purpose is marking focus. But it is quite
common in other languages, where focus is more important, for the occurrence
of focused items to be subject to the 'one-per-clause'" restriction found in
Kimatuumbi. Additional cases parallel to Kimatuumbi in prohibiting multiple
foci include Makua [Stucky 1979], Aghem [Watters 1979], or Somali (Allon-Liv-
nat [1983] and p.c.). One possibility is that languages may select one of two
values for a '"focal-sensitivity" parameter: either the language is insensi-
tive to focus, or focal restrictions pervade the grammar. What we would not
expect to find under this view is a language with focal distinctions on verbs,
where the wh-question words cannot cooccur with verb-focal morphology but
where a noun phrase modified with "only" could occur in the same positiom.
That is, we would expect under the view espoused here that focal sensitivity
is a general property of an entire grammar, not a property of particular rules.
Note also that the correct restriction is indeed one focus per clause, not one
focus per sentence, since it is possible for a focused verb to be embedded in
a clause which is itself embedded in a clause which is itself the focus of the
higher clause, as in aammdkjya Mamboondo pdnga twaatftoolé edla 'he is tel-
ling Mambbondo that we took the money'.
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new information, and the speaker asserts that one particular choice (the fo-
cused constituent) is the correct choice for the new information. I will not
attempt here to compare these views of focus, nor will I attempt to argue that
focus needs to be defined in terms of other notions rather than being a primi-
tive notion itself. There is no problem identifying what is focused in Kima-
tuumbi, and there are no data in Kimatuumbi which help choose among competing
definitions of focus.

The decision to relegate the problem of focusing in Kimatuumbi to pragmat-
ics, rather than semantics, is based on an assumption about the nature of se-
mantics, namely that semantics deals with truth conditions, word meanings, and
coreference, and not with discourse, intentions, and emphasis. A different
view of what separates semantics and pragmatics might easily lead to labeling
the problem of focus in Kimatuumbi a semantic problem. If the distinction be-
tween pragmatics and semantics becomes more clearcut in the future, the conclu-
sions of this paper may be reinterpreted in light of such clarification.

Finally, I assume that certain words and constructions (universally) have
specific focus-related properties. Specifically, when a word is modified by
the word which means 'only', that word is focused. Or, when a wh-question is
asked about, say, an object in a sentence, then an appropriate response con-
tains a noun in focus, rather than a verb in focus. Thus, an approprate re-
sponse to, "Who did John see?" might be, "Sue," but not, "He kissed her." And
I assume that when two items in a discourse are being contrasted, those items
are focused as well. These assumptions follow automatically from the character-

isation of focus and are not idiosyncratic facts of Kimatuumbi.

2, Verb Focusing

There are two morphologically distinct past tense forms of the verb in Kima-
tuumbi. One form of the past tense, traditionally referred to as the perfective
tense [Meinhof and van Warmelo 1932], is formed by suffixing the verb with -jte
(or one of its allomorphs), and placing an agreement prefix on the verb which
agrees with the subject of the sentence. Examples of the recent past tense per-
fective are given in (1).

(1) nj-tém-ite 'I chopped (recently)'
ls-chop-perf
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ty-kdlaang-te 'we fried (recently)'
lp-fry-perf
ty-téljjk-e 'we cooked (recently)'

lp-cook-perf
a-pfind]jk-e 'he set a trap (recently)’
3s-set trap-perf
A variant of the perfective may be formed by placing the further past pre-
fix -a- between the subject prefix and the verb stem (with concommitant mor-
phophonemic changes).
(2) n-aa-tém-jte "I chopped'
1ls-fpast—-chop-perf

tw-aa-kélaang-|te 'we fried'
lp-fpast-fry-perf

tw-aa-té||jk-e /téleka/ 'we cooked'
lp-fpast-cook-perf
A distinct past tense, the verb-focal past tense, can be formed by suffix-
ing the vowel -a to the verb, placing the past tense prefix -tf— before the
stem, and placing the subject prefix before the tense prefix —t[- (where the

further past prefix -a- may stand between the subject prefix and the focus

prefix).

(3) a-t{-kaatd 'he cut (recently)'
3s-vf-cut
ba~t {-kalaangd 'they fried (recently)'
3p-vi-fry
b-aa-t{-kalaangd 'they fried'

3p~-fpast-vi-fry

Although the forms naat{telekd and naatél{jke have the same meaning in
terms of time-reference and both can be translated roughly as 'I cooked', the
verb-focal tense cannot be used in the same ways as the neutral perfective
tense. While the perfective is neutral as to what constituent of the clause is
emphasised (or indeed whether anything is focused), the verb-focal past tense
places special emphasis on the role of the action of the verb. Sentences with
the verb-focal tense could thus be translated into English with contrastive

stress on the verb.



280 Studies in African Linguistics 15(3), 1984

(4) naatél]jke 'T cooked'
naat [telekd 'T cooked'
tykdlaangjte ‘we just fried'
tyt{kalaangd 'we just fried'

The perfective and verb focal tenses differ in terms of what types of ques-
tions they may be used to answer. The perfective forms in (5) may be used in
answers to a wide range of questions, either a wh-question about a noun, or in

an answer to the question 'why?'.

(5) aatéljke kjndodlo 'he cooked sweet potato'
3s-cooked s.p. ('what did he cook?')
aakdlangtee fidma 'he fried meat'
3s-fried meat ('"how did he feed the children?')
aaw{le Kijw[jyo "Kiw[]yo died'
3s-died K. ('who died?')

Kiwliyd aawljle . "Kiw[jyo died’

K. 3s-died ('why is he crying?')
aatwét| k[ndold chadngu 'he took my sweet potato'
3s-took s.p. mine ('whose s.p. did he take?')

In contrast, the verb-focal tense cannot be used in an answer to a wh-question
about a noun in the sentence, since a question about a noun requires a noun
(which is the focus of the sentence) as the answer, whereas the verb-focal
tense is allowed only in sentences where the verb is the focus of the sentence.

But, the verb-focal tense can be employed in an answer to a question about the

verb or in answer to the question 'why'.3
(6) aat(telekd kindodlo 'he cooked sweet potato'
3s-cooked(vf) s.p. ('what did he do?)
(*'what did he cook?')
Kiwiiyd aat{wd "Kiw[]yo died'
K. 3s-died (vf) ('why is he crying?')

31 assume that 'why' requires a category which is focused as the answer, as
all question words do. However, unlike 'who' or 'when', 'why' does not inh;r—
ently require any particular category (noun versus verb) to be focused. On the
other hand, 'why' is a noun phrase (translatable roughly as 'what reason') and
as such is itself incompatible with a verb-focal tense, but not with a neutral
or noun-focal tense, to be discussed later.
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*aat fwd Kiwf{yo ('who died?')
3s-died(vf) K.

aat{kalaangd I|[so 'he fried yesterday'
3s-fried(vf) yesterday ('what did he do?')

(*'when did he fry?')

We can account for the fact that the verb-focal past tense cannot be appropri-
ately used as an answer to a question about a noun with the hypothesis that
the morphological "verb-focus" tense requires the action of the verb to be in
focus.

The perfective and verb-focal tenses also differ in what types of clauses
may be employed to complete a sentence that contains one of these verbs. If
the first clause contains a perfective verb, then the second clause may appro-
priately contrast the postverbal noun of the first clause with the postverbal
noun of the second clause. It may also appropriately contrast the verb of the
first clause with the verb of the second clause, although examples contrasting
the verb in the perfective are marginal.u
(7) aatél ke k[ndodlo, fiama I{]If

he-cook s.p. meat Neg
'he cooked sweet potato, not meat'

aatél ke |i{so, k{ndadj I{j!
he-cook yesterday today Neg

'he cooked yesterday, not today'

aakédlang|te Mambdonde, Libyldle I1{]If
he-fried M. L. Neg

"Mambdondo fried, not Libylyle'

Mamboondd aakdlaangijte, aaydnjte i
M. he-fried he-forged Neg

"Mamboondd fried, he didn't forget'

%The marginality of perfective sentences which have focused verbs follows
from the fact that the verb is in focus, and there is a tense specifically de-
signed for focused verbs, so it makes sense to use the verb-focal tense when
the verb is focused. However, this is not an absolute requirement; focused per-
fectives are acceptable, if not optimal. Note that the possibility of focusing
a morphologically neutral tense suggests that the focal properties of the verb
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Mamboondd aatéljke I{ kjndodlo, aatéljkee mbd
M. he-cook Neg s.p. he-cook rice

'Mambdondo didn't cook sweet potato, he cooked rice'

When the first clause contains a verb-focal tense, however, the completion may
contrast only the specific verb, i.e. 'cook' versus 'eat', and cannot contrast

any noun of the sentence.

(8) aat{telekd I{[I]| kindodlo, aat{kalaangd
3s-cook(vf) neg s.p. 3s-fry (vE)
'he didn't cook sweet potato, he fried it'

*aat{telekd I{{!] kindodlo, aat{telekda mbd
3s-cooked (vf) neg sS.p. 3s-cook rice

('he didn't cook sweet potato, he cooked rice')

aat{goonjd  1{{so, aat [kulugd I{]1{
3s-slept(vf) yesterday 3s-weeded Neg
'he slept yesterday, he didn't weed'

*aatfgoonjé 1{{so, k{ndadi 1{{!{
3s-slept(vf) yesterday today Neg

('he slept yesterday, not today')

I furthermore assume that it is pragmatically inappropriate (or impossible) to
contrast two nouns while placing the focus of the sentence on the verb.® As I
have suggested, this connection between focus and contrast is quite intimate;
a contrasted item is in focus (although the converse is not necessarily true).
Recall that certain types of questions have inherent focusing properties; ques-

tions such as 'what did he do' inherently focus a verb, while questions such as

1 \J

who...' or 'where...' focus some noun.
It seems clear then that there is a pragmatic constraint in the language

which requires selection of the verb-focal tense when the focus of the sentence

are determined independently and are not a direct result of the selection of the
verbal morphology.

SThis I take to be a universal. Note also the oddity of English sentences
such as *I HIT Tom, and SALLY kissed Bill (acceptable only where the clauses are
unrelated responses to two separate propositions).
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is on the verb. 1In addition to these discourse-related restrictions, there are
a number of strictly sentence-internal apparent syntactic restrictions on the
type of items which may appear in a sentence with a verb-focal tense verb.

These restrictions can best be explained as a consequence of the fact that
while the verb-focal tense requires the verb to be focused, the syntactic con-
struction in question places a noun in focus. Below I will discuss the ways in
which the selection of the verb-focal tense appears to place restrictions on
the application of the syntax, while the neutral perfective does not seem to en-
tail any restrictions on the syntax.

For example, the verb bd 'be' cannot appear in the verb-focal tense.

(9) aabfle pdki!fndiilo 'he was at the hut'
3s-be at-hut

*aat {bd pak|lfndiilo ('he was at the hut')

3s-be at-hut
This fact is easily explained on the basis of the fact that bd has virtually
no semantic content and thus could not be contrasted with some other selected
verb (rather, the noun itself is focused by default). It should be observed
that, unlike English, the verb 'be' in Kimatuumbi can never be focused. Where-
as the assertion that John is tall can be focused with emphatic stress in 'John
IS tall", such constructions are impossible in Kimatuumbi. Sentences like

*AAB(LE pdk|!fndiilo! for 'he WAS at the hut' are viewed as bizarre.

Another restriction on the verb-focal tense is that it cannot appear in a

sentence with a wh-question word.

(10) *aatfte|eké namén{ ('what did he cook?')
3s—-cooked (vf) what
*aatfkggmmoné fiaj ('who did he see?')
3s-see (vf) who
*aat{1114 mwanjd namini ('why did he cry?')

3s-cry(vf) why

*aat {tuumbukd Ra ('who fell?'")
3s-fell (vf) who

On the other hand, wh-words are freely acceptable with the perfective tense.
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(11) aatél{ke ndmanj 'what did he cook?'
3s-cook what :

aammwén|  H3j 'who did he see?’
3s-him-see who

aalfljte mwanjd namén] 'why did he cry?’
3s-cried why

aatumbwike & 'who fell?'
3s~fell who
A third restriction on the verb-focal temse is that it cannot occur in a
sentence with any noun modified by bdal ‘'only' or t§ ‘'only'. This restric-
tion follows from the hypothesis that the verb-focal tense places the action of
the verb in focus, whereas the words bdal ‘'only' and t§ 'only' place the

preceding word (verb, noun, adverb, or whatever) in focus.®

(12) *Mambdondo bdafl aat {kulugd ('only Mambdondo weeded')
M. only 3s-weeded (vf)
*naat [toold kjtadby bdafl ("I took only a book')

I-took(vf) book only

*naat {kyympeyd mwaana t{y fidma ('I gave only the child meat')
I-gave (vf) child only meat

*naat {soomd 1] [so £ ('I read just yesterday')
I-read(vf) yesterday only

The perfective tense does not place any restrictions on the use of bdafl
or tﬁ , since that tense does not require the verb to be in focus and thus is

not incompatible with a focused noun.

(13) aakidlwjgee nn'ynda wdangu ty 'he weeded only my field'
3s-weed field mine only
naampé | Libyl{le bdaii mbd 'I gave only Libylfle rice'
I-him-gave L. only rice

6This follows from the meaning of the word and need not be stipulated in
the grammar. It should be pointed out that in Kimatuumbi, the words bdal and
t{ always immediately follow the phrase which they modify. Thus, naatwétj
kitadby t§ only means 'I took (just a book)' and not 'I (only took) a book'.
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naakdlangjte t§ 'T just fried'
I-fried only

The unacceptability of the sentences in (12) is to be explained on the ba-
sis of the hypothesis that bdal and tJ place the preceding element in fo-
cus, whereas the verb-focal temnse requires the verb to be in focus. For the
data in (12), both the verb and some noun of the sentence are in focus, and I
assume a constraint against having two focused elements in a clause.

One approach that might be taken to account for the unacceptability of the:
sentences in (12) is to state that, at some level of the grammar, the lexical
items bdal and t{ cannot appear in a sentence with the verb-focal tenses.
But this restriction is incorrect, since just in case the words baal and té
stand after the verb, they place focus on the verb and are therefore compatible
with the verb-focal tenses.

(14) aat[kulugd tyd : 'he only weeded'
3s-weeded (vf) just

naat [kalaangd bdaii fidma 'T only fried meat'

I-fry(vf) only meat

naat {toold t{ kitadby, naat{kykipiimd 1{{I{ 'I just took the book, I
I-took only book I-it-bought Neg. didn't buy it'

A fourth apparent syntactic restriction on the verb-focal past tense is
that it cannot appear in a relative clause. This restriction can be explained
under the hypothesis that the verb-focal tense places the verb in focus, where-
as in a relative clause, the head of the clause (or its trace in the clause) is
in focus. Relative clauses may, however, be formed off of nouns in clauses
containing the perfective tense, which does not have the requirement that the
verb be focused. A relative clause is formed by prefixing an agreement mor-—
pheme, vya- in the examples in (15), to the verb, and applying a special tone
rule to the verb stem.

(15) Hema yandakalaangfte "the meat that I fried'
meat wh-I-fried

*Hama yandat [kalaangd ("the meat that I fried")
meat wh-I-fried(vf)
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mikéngo yatwdatemité yaabd] 'the trees that we chopped have
trees wh-we-chop they rotted rotted’ :

*mikéngo yatwdat{temd  yaabd] ("the trees that we chopped have
trees wh-we-chop(vf) they rotted rotted')

The fifth sentence-internal restriction on clauses containing the verb-fo-

cal past tense is that a syntactic rule of Subject-Postposing cannot apply in

such clauses. There is a syntactic movement rule which postposes the subject

of the sentence to the position immediately after the verb; note that the post-

posed subject may not appear in any other postverbal position.

(16)

Libylgle aaw(|le
L. 3s-died

'Libylile died'

aawfle Ljbyldle
3s-died L.

'Libyl{le died'

Mamboonddé aakdiangjtee fidma

M. 3s-fried meat

'Mambbondo fried meat'

aakdlangjte Mamboondoo fidma

3s-fried M. meat

'"Mambdondo fried meat'

Kiwj[yd aatélkee mbaa kwaajil[ ya Libyl{le

K. 3s-cooked rice for-sake of L.

'Kiwiiyo cooked rice for the sake of Libyl{le'

aatél ke Kiw[]yoo mbaa kwaajllf va Libulﬁle
3s-cooked K. rice for-sake of L.
'Kiwfiyo cooked rice for the sake of Libylgle'

*aatéllkee mbaa Kiwj|yo kwaajiI{ ya Libyldle
3s-cooked rice K. for-sake of L.

('Kjwiizo cooked rice for the sake of Ljbyldle')

Apart from the syntactic fact that the Subject-Postposing rule changes word

order, application of the Subject-Postposing rule has the additional pragmatic



Focusing in Kimatuumbi 287

effect of placing contrastive focus on the postposed Subject NP (applying the
postposing rule is the major strategy for focusing a Subject). Thus, it would
be appropriate to contrast the postposed subject with another subject, but not
with an object.
(17) aatélike Ljbyldlee mbd, Kiwjjyo Ifi!{

3s-cooked L. rice K. neg.

'Libylgle cooked rice, not Kjwijyo'

*aatéljke Libyldlee mbd, Mama I{{If
3s-cooked L. rice meat Neg.

("Libyl{le cooked rice, not meat')

aasdmjte Ukumu kwaa]il{ ya Mambdondo, leglule it

3s-read U.  for-sake of M. Neg.

'Uk@m{ read for the sake of Mambdondo, Libulﬁle didn't'

*aasémite Ukym{ kwaaji!{ ya Mambdondo, kwaaji!{ ya Libyldle I{{I{
3s-read U. for-sake of M. for-sake of L. Neg.
('"Ukym{ read for the sake of Mambdondo, not for Libyl{le')

These facts can be explained on the basis of a more general principle that
placing a noun immediately after the verb puts that noun in focus. The prag-
matic effect of movement into post-verbal position is most clearly seen either
in the application of Subject-Postposing above or else in the application of a
movement rule which places locative phrases immediately after the verb.

(18) aasdmjte kjtadby mykilfndiilo
3s-read book in-hut
'he read a book in the hut'
aasdmjte mikj!indiilo kitadby
3s-read in-hut book
'he read a book in the hut'
aammwén|  Libyl{le paludsi
3s-him~-saw L. at-well
'he saw Libylyle at the well'
’ . V4 . . ’ . . .. 2. ,
aammwen| paluusi Libylyle pakjlindiilo 1{{I]
3s~-saw  at-well L. at-hut neg.

'he saw Libyl{le at the well, not at the hut'
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Having investigated the pragmatic consequences of Subject-Postposing, we
can now predict that Subject-Postposing should not be able to apply in a clause

which has a verb-focal past tense. This prediction is borne out.

(19) Libyljle aat{tuumbuka 'Libyl{le fell'
L. 3s-fell(vf)
*aat {tuumbukd Libyl{le ('Libylgle fell')

3s-fell(vf) L.

Since the verb-focal tenses place the focus of the sentence on the verb, but
application of Subject-Postposing places the subject in focus, it follows that
Subject-Postposing would not apply in a sentence with a verb-focal tense verb,
since to apply that rule would imply the impossible supposition that both the
subject and the verb are being focused.

I have discussed here a number of pragmatic and syntactic consequences of
employing the verb-focal past tense in Kimatuumbi. It has been shown that the
verb-focal tense places tﬁe focus of the sentence on the verb and that this
placement has the consequence that no other elements can be focused. The re-
striction on multiple foci is manifested in a number of ways: as a constraint
on what would be an appropriate continuation of a sentence containing a verb-
focal form, as a constraint on what types of questions such a sentence may be
used as an answer to, as a constraint on the position or occurrence of inher-
ently focusing elements such as bdal and t , and as an apparent constraint
on the application of certain syntactic processes, such as Relativisation, Wh-

Question Formation, and Subject Postposing.

3. Noun Focusing Versus Verb Focusing

In the preceding section, I discussed the past-tense form which has the
pragmatic correlate of placing the action of the verb in focus. This tense was
contrasted with the perfective tense, which is neutral in terms of focusing.
The past tense presents a fairly simple picture of the focal system; there we
encounter only the distinction '"verb-focal" versus 'meutral'. One set of re-
strictions was encountered with the verb-focal tense, while the neutral tense
seems to have no restrictions on its use. In a different tense, the progres-

sive, there is a contrast between a verb-focal form and a noun-focal form, as
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well as a periphrastic form which is neutral with respect to focus. This
three-way contrast in focal properties leads to a much more complex set of ap-
parent restrictions on the syntax. Yet I will show that these differences fol-
low in a straightforward manner from the general characteristics of focusing
in Kimatuumbi which I have already outlined.

The verb focal form of the progressive is created in a fashion analogous to
the formation of past tense verb-focal verbs; the prefixes -eendd- and
-eended- stand betﬁeen the subject prefix and the verb stem (with concomitant

morphophonemic fusion of the vowels of the subject prefix and the tense-prefix).

(20) @-eendd-telekd 'he is cooking'
3s-vf-cook
n-eendd-kalaangd 'T am frying'
1s-vi-fry
n-eendeé-kalaangd 'T was frying'
ls-vf-fry
tw-eendeé-goon jd 'we were sleeping'
lp-vf-sleep

The noun-focal progressive tense is formed by prefixing the subject prefix
directly to the stem and, in the past tense progressive, suffixing the vowel
-e after the stem. For reasons to be discussed below, some noun always fol-
lows the verb.

(21) a-kata kadmba 'he is cutting rope'
3s-cut (nf) rope

a-kata-e kadmba 'he was cutting rope'
3s-cut-pst(nf) rope

nj-kalangaa fidma 'I'm frying meat'
ls-fry(nf) meat

ty-kalanga-ee Hdma 'we were frying meat'
lp-fry-pst(nf) meat

Finally, the neutral periphrastic progressive is formed along the pattern
SP-ké-ba ka-SP-ROOT.

(22) ni-kd-ba ka-ni-telekd 'T am cooking'
I-TA-be TA-I-cook

ty-kd-ba ka-ty-telekd 'we are cooking'
we-TA~be TA-we-cook
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tw-aa-kd-ba ka-ty-telekd

we-pst-TA~be TA-we-cook

'we were cooking'

The forms n-eendd-kalaangd, nj-kd-ba ka-nj-kaladnga, and nj-kalanga

(fidma) are equivalent in tense reference and could be translated as 'I'm fry-

ing'. Similarly, the forms n-eendeé-kalaangd, n-aa-kd-ba ka-nj-kaladnga,

and nj-kalangae (#dma) are equivalent in tense reference and could be tran-

slated as 'I was frying'. However, there are significant differences in the

pragmatic implications and (apparent) syntactic properties of these two verb

tenses, Again, I shall argue that the apparent syntactic restrictions on these

tenses follows from their pragmatic properties.

In parallel to the restrictions on employing the verb focal tense with

—T[- discussed in the preceding section, the verb-focal progressive tenses may

be appropriately employed to answer a question about the verb, but not to an-

swer a question about any noun of the sentence.

(23) eenddkalaangda fidma
3s—fry(vf) meat

Kiwiiyé eenddkyympuutd
K. 3s-him-beat (vf)

neendégoon j&
ls-sleeping(vf)

eenddtelekd lifso
3s-cooking(vf) yesterday

'he is frying meat'
('what is he doing?')
(*'what is he frying?')

'Kiw{iyo is beating him'
('why is he crying?')
('what is Kjw{jyo doing?')
(*'who is beating him?')
'I was sleeping'

('why didn't you answer?')
('what were you doing?"')
(*'who was sleeping?')

'he was cooking yesterday'

('what was he doing?')
(*'when was he cooking?')

On the other hand, the noun-focal verb tenses may be appropriately used in an

answer to a question about some noun, but not in an answer to a question about

the verb. It should be noted that the noun which constitutes the answer must

appear immediately after the verb.

This follows from the earlier statement that

a noun is focused by placing it immediately after the verb.

(24) njkalangaa fidma
ls-fry(nf) meat

'I'm frying meat'
('what are you frying?')
(*'what are you doing?')
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agonja Mambdondo "Mamb6ondo is sleeping'
3s-sleep(nf) M. ('who is sleeping?')
: (*'why did you leave?')

(*'what is Mamb8ondo doing?')
ajkatae I{[so 'he was cutting it yesterday'
3s-it-cut (nf) yesterday ('when was he cutting it?')

("'what was he doing with it?")
Ykym{ akatae kadmba 'Ukym{ is cutting rope'

U. 3s-cut (nf) rope ('what is Ukym@ cutting?')

(*'who 1is cutting rope?')

The noun-focal and the verb-focal tenses differ as to what types of sentences
may be used as completions, when a sentence employing one of these tenses is
followed by a clause contrasting something in the first clause with something
in the second clause. If a sentence uses a noun-focal verb, then the comple-
tion must contrast the postverbal noun with some other noun. If a sentence
uses a verb-focal verb, the completion must contrast the verb and not any noun

of the sentence.

(25) njilyea Adma, kindodlo 1{[I{
ls-eat (nf) meat s.p. Neg.

'I'm eating meat, not sweet potato'

neendd|yda fidma, neenddkw]|kalaangd 1{]!{
ls-eat (vf) meat 1ls-it-fry Neg.

'I'm eating meat, I'm not frying it'

*atelekace mbd, ajlyde it
3s-cook(nf) rice 3s-it-eat Neg.

('he was cooking rice, not eating it')

*eendedkalaangda fidma, kindodio 1{{If
3s-frying(vf) meat S.p. Neg.

('he was frying meat, not sweet potato’)

Thus, based on these discourse-level pragmatic properties of the two tenses, we
can conclude that the verb focal progressive tenses place the verb in focus in

the sentence, just as the verb focal past tense does. And, if the present anal-
ysis of Kimatuumbi verb tenses is correct, we should also predict that the syn-

tactic restrictions on the use of the verb focal progressive tenses should be
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the same as those observed for the past tense verb focal tense. This predic-
tion will be verified. Furthermore, from the discourse-level restrictions on
the use of the noun-focal tense, we would also predict a set of restrictionms
on the syntactic use of the noun focal tense which is complementary to the re-
strictions which are imposed on verb-focal tenses. This prediction will also
be verified.

In addition to the discourse related constraints on progressive verb forms,
there are correlated with the choice of verb temnse a number of sentence-inter-
nal restrictions which can be explained on the basis of the pragmatic require-.
ments of the verb-focal and noun focal tenses. For example, the wh-question

' mwanja namdn| ‘'why',

words fiaj 'who', and namdn| ‘'what' cannot appear

with the verb focal tense, but may appear only with the noun focal tense.

(26) akata f] 'who is cutting?'
3s-cut(nf) who
*eenddkaatd faj ('who is cutting?')
Js-cut (vf) who
Ukym( akatae namanj 'what was Ukym{ cutting?'
U. 3s-cut (nf) what
*Ukym{ eendedkaatd namdn| ('what was Ukym{ cutting?')
U. 3s-cut(vf) what
ylila mwanja naman| 'why are you crying?’

2s-cry(nf) why

*weendd|ild mwanjd namdn| ('why are you crying?')
2s-cry(vf) why

When the words bdal or tJ ‘'only' stand after a noun phrase and thus put
that noun phrase in focus, the verb-focal tense cannot be used, and, instead,

the noun focal tense must be used.

(27) agonja  Mamboondo bdal 'only Mambdondo is sleeping'
3s-sleep M. only
*¥genddgoon j& Mamboondo bdaf ('only Mambdondo is sleeping')
3s~-sleep M. only
nilyaee mbaa bdaf 'I was eating only rice'

ls-eat rice only

*neended|yd mbaa bdafl ('I was eating only rice')
ls-eat rice only
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akatae kadmba t{
3s-cut rope only

*eendedkaatd kadmba t(
3s-cut . rope only

On the other hand, when the words bda
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'he was cutting only rope'

('he was cutting only rope')
I'd
f

and Tﬁ stand after the verb, they

place the verb in focus. Therefore, only the verb focal tense can be used with

postverbal t§ and bdaf

(28) ~ eenddgoonja bdafl 'he is only sleeping'

3s-sleep(vf) only

g 'he wasn't only cooking'
only neg.

eendeételekd t{
3s~-cook (vf)

*aggnja bdaf ('he is only sleeping')
3s-sleep(nf) only
*atelekae 1 ("he was just cooking')

3s-cook(nf) only

The constraint against having two focused items in a clause also correctly
predicts that in the noun-focal tense, it will be impossible to have both a wh-
word and a noun modified by 'only', and that it will be impossible to have a

wh-word or a noun modified by 'only' in a relative clause.

*

(29) *mwaana ywadtold Kltadby t{ ("the child who took only the book')

child wh-took(nf) book only

*

mwaana ywaatold namdn] ("the child who took what?')

child wh-took what

*apala fid{| Nama ty ('who wants only meat?')

3s-want (nf) who meat only

A general constraint on the occurrence of the noun-focal progressive tense
is that this tense must be followed by something in the clause which is the fo-
cus of the sentence. Thus, the following examples with noun focal verbs in sen-

tence final position are all ill-formed.

*atédleka ('he is cooking')

*Mamboondd akdlaangae

(30)
("Mambdondo is frying')

*mwanja naman| atélekae ('why was he cooking?')

However, this constraint on the non-finality of the noun-focal tenses is lifted

in relative clauses, where a noun focal verb may (but need not) appear at the
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end of the clause.
(31) naammwén] myndy ywadbulka
ls-him-see man wh-3s-leave(nf)
'T saw the man who is leaving'
aw{le mwaana ywadkaldangaé
3s-dead child wh-3s-fry(nf)
'the child who was frying is dead'
naatwét || fiama ya(telékaé
1ls-take meat wh-2s-cook(nf)
'TI took the meat you were frying'
naatwét || fiama ya(telékyae Mambdondo
ls-take meat wh-2s-cook(nf)-for Mamboondo

'T took the meat you were frying for Mamboondo'

So, the restriction on using the noun-focal verbs clause-finally is not a sur-
face (or even a deep) syntactic restriction. The correct restriction is that
these verbs may be used only when a noun is focused. Given the hypothesis that
the focal requirement imposed by the verb is satisfied by the NP trace of the
relative clause, we can explain the acceptahility of having a noun-focal tense
in clause final position just in relative clauses, where there is no phonetic-
ally realized NP present within the phrase containing the focal verb.

On the basis of behavior of the nonprogressive verb focal tense, we would
expect it to be impossible to have a verb focal tense form in a relative clause,
due to the conflicting requirement of noun focus imposed by the relative clause.
This expectation is borne out.

(32) *ywadendedkalaangd ('the one who is frying')
wh-3s-fry(vf)

*Fama yadendeékalaangd ("the meat that he was frying')
meat wh-3s-frying(vf)

*malombé gandenddt iikwd ("the corn I am pulling')
corn wh-1s-pull (vf)
The selection of verb tense has an influence on other syntactic processes be-
sides Relativization. The application of the Subject Postposing rule can be

seen to interact with the selection of verb tenses in an interesting and predict
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able way. If the verb-focal tense is selected, then Subject-Postposing is

blocked, just as it was when the simple past verb-focal tense was selected.

(33) *eenddkalaangd Mambdondo ('"Mambéondo is frying')
3s-fry(vf) M.
*eendedlyd Kiwliyo ('Kiwiiyo is eating’)
3s-eat (vf) K.
*eendékuumpeyé K{w][yo Mamboondoo mb3 ('Kiwfjyo is giving Mambdondoo
3s-him-give K. M. rice rice')

In contrast, if the noun-focal tense is selected, Subject-Postposing is ac-

ceptable.

(34) ateleka Mamboondoo mbd '"Mambdondo is cooking rice'
3s-cook (nf) M. rice
batelekae baanaa  Mdma 'the children were cooking meat'

3p-cook(nf) children meat

Moreover, if there is only one noun phrase in the sentence and that noun phrase

is the Subject, when a noun focal tense is selected, Subject-Postposing becomes

obligatory.

(35) agonja Mambdondo '"Mambdondo is sleeping'
3s-sleep(nf) M.
*Mamboondd agdonja ('Mambdondo is sleeping')
M. 3s~sleeping(nf)
atemae Kiwllyo 'Kiw{iyo was chopping'
3s-chop (nf) K.
*Kiwl[yd atémae ('Kiw{iyo was chopping')
K. 3s-chop (nf)

Again, this restriction is explainable on the basis of the hypothesis that the
noun-focal tense requires some noun, which stands immediately after the verb, to
be the focus of the sentence. In the cases where Subject Postposing is obliga-
tory, the necessity of applying the rule derives from the fact that the verb re-
quires a focused noun, which must stand after the verb, and in these sentences,
there is only one noun, the subject..
There is another syntactic process in Kimatuumbi which interacts with the

system of focus. Any postverbal element may be preposed to stand before the verb

by a Topicalization rule (recall that preverbal position is the position for top-
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icalized material). This rule is generally applied to an item which is back-

ground information.

(36) Hamd aatédl]ke 'he cooked meat'
meat 3s-cook(nf)
mbd Mamboondd aal{jle '"Mamb&ondo ate rice'
rice M. 3s-ate(nf)
Ukymy baammwén| badna 'the children saw Ukym{'
U. they-him-see children

This rule has the opposite effect of Subject Postposing: it moves a noun out
of the position of focus and thus applies only to old information, i.e. nonfo-
cused constituents. We would therefore expect that Topicalisation should be
possible with the verb focal tenses, since the noun cannot be the focus of a
sentence with the verb-focal tenses. This expectation is realized: it is in

fact preferable to topicalize an object noun phrase when a verb-focal tense is

selected.

(37) fiaméd aat{ivyd 'he ate meat'
meat 3s-ate(vf)
Kiw]iyd eenddkyympuutd 'he is beating Kiw{iyo'
K. 3s-him-beat

fiamd eendeékyynkalaangyd Kiw[{yo 'he was frying meat for Kjw{iyo'
meat 3s-him-fry-for .
The rule of Topicalization may also apply to an object noun phrase when the
verb is a noun focal tense, providing that some other noun phrase stands after
the verb. This intervening NP may be either the postposed subject of the sen-

tence or another object noun phrase.

(38) famd njinkalangya Mambdondo 'I'm frying meat for Mambdondo'
meat I-him-fry-for M.
mbd alyae Kiw[]yo 'Kiw{iyo was eating rice'
rice 3s-eat K.
kindodlo alyae |j{so 'he was eating sweet potato yesterday'
S.p. 3s-eat yesterday

These data, too, are predictable, since the remaining postverbal noun
serves as the focus of the sentence. And, just in case there is no other noun

in the sentence which may serve as the focus of the sentence, the Topicaliza-
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tion rule is blocked when a noun-focal tense is selected. The postverbal noun

must be the focus of the sentence, and focused material cannot be topicalized.

(39) alyaee mba ‘ 'he was eating rice'
3s-eat rice
*mbd  alyde ('he was eating rice')
rice 3s-eat
agonjae I[fso ! 'he was sleeping yesterday'
3s-sleep yesterday
*1i{so agdon jae ('he was sleeping yesterday')
yesterday 3s-sleep
nitema mikdongd 'T am chopping trees'
1s-chop trees
*m[kéongé nitéma ('T am chopping trees')
trees ls-chop

4. Discussion

I have shown here that the selection of verb tenses seems to have a signifi-
cant effect on a number of syntactic processes in Kimatuumbi. Subject Postpos-
ing, for example, is blocked by verb-focal tenses, but the rule appears to be
obligatory with noun-focal tenses which have no underlying postverbal noun
phrase. Topicalization may be blocked in noun focal tenses (although only when
applying the rule would leave the sentence with no postverbal clause) but is
never blocked when the clause contains a verb-focal tense. The position of the
words bdaf and tJ 'only' may be affected by the selection of verb tense.

They may not stand after the verb if a noun focal tense is selected and must
stand after the verb if a verb-focal tense is selected. Nouns from clauses hav-
ing verb-focal tenses may not be relativised, whereas nouns from clauses having
noun focal tenses may be relativised. Wh—questipn words may appear in clauses
with noun-focal tenses but may not appear in clauses with verb focal tenses.

The way in which these facts are to be accounted for formally depends, of
course, on one's general theory of syntax. If one attempts to formulate these
restrictions on word order and morpheme cooccurrence within a theory of autono-
mous syntax, one will require significant complications of the statement of Rela-

tivisation, Topicalization, Subject Postposing, Wh-Question formation, and other

rules. The restrictions on each of these rules would include reference to the
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tense-aspect morphology of the verb in order to identify noun-focal tenses,
verb-focal tenses, and neutral temnses. Certain of the restrictions would re-
quire global conditions, so, for example, Topicalization may apply in a clause
with a noun focal tense only if Subject Postposing has already applied, or Sub-
ject Postposing must apply with.noun focal temses, just in case Topicalization
is going to apply. Fewer complications are required if one adopts a model of
syntax which treats focus as a syntactic entity (something like an EMPH node),
and states the restrictions on word order and morpheme cooccurrence in terms of
the presence and position of the FOCUS trigger. While this solution may be
made workable for sentence-internal syntax, it still leaves unexplained the var-
ious restrictions on the use of focal tenses across sentences, i.e. in re-
sponses to gquestions, etc.

A much simpler account of the grammar of Kimatuumbi can be given if the
syntactic rules are not subjected to these types of conditions. The observed
restrictions on sentences have been accounted for here by two fairly simple
pragmatic statements governing the use of verB tenses: a verb-focal tense v
places the verb of the clause in focus, and a noun-focal tense places a noun of
the clause in focus. There are also independently needed statements which de-
scribe the pragmatic effect of various syntactic processes. For example, post-
verbal position is the position for focused material, Topicalization applies to
background information, Tﬁ focuses the preceding phrase, etc. Given the prin-
ciple that two items of a clause cannot be focused, any combination of factors
which yields two focused elements is therefore filtered out. Similarly, if no
constituent is in focus, but the selection of the verb tense requires that some
element be focused, the sentence is filtered out. A simpler view of the syntac-
tic component is then plausible (a view similar to the autonomous syntax hypo-
thesis), by a judicious division of labor: we may allow the syntactic component
to account for general facts of word order and morpheme distribution by one set
of rules, and we allow the pragmatic component to express the rule-governed con-
ditions on the appropriate use of sentences.

In light of the straightforward pragmatic analysis proposed here, a strictly
syntactic solution hardly seems preferable. Moreover, a purely syntactic solu-

tion must still incorporate parts of the pragmatic solution in order to account
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for the discourse related restrictions on using focal tenses in answers to
questions or in conjoined clauses. Occam's Razor clearly requires exorcizing

the strictly syntactic analysis of Kimatuumbi focus.
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