
l' 
;! 

:I 
·1 

.\ 

ZASPiL Nr. 45 - September 2006 

Expression of Information Structure 
i~ the Bantu Language Northern 

. Sotho 

Sabine Zerbian 



EXPRESSION OFINFORMATION STRUCTURE IN THEBANTU
LANGUAGE NORTHERNSOTHO

D i s s e r t a t i o n
zur Erlangung des akademischen Grades

doctor philosophiae
(Dr. phil.)

eingereicht an
der Philosophischen Fakultät II
der Humboldt-Universiẗat zu Berlin
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Zusammenfassung

Der grammatische Ausdruck von Informationsstruktur als Forschungsgebiet hat in den
letzten zwei Jahrzehnten eine Renaissance erlebt. Dabei sind Forschungen zu Bantu-
sprachen vergleichsweise gering in Anbetracht der Größe der Sprachfamilie (circa 300
Sprachen). Die vorliegende Dissertation untersucht daher den grammatischen Ausdruck
der informationsstrukturellen Kategorie Fokus im Nord-Sotho, einer Bantusprache der
Republik S̈udafrika. Sie bietet eine systematische Untersuchung zur Verankerung von in-
formationsstrukturellen Kategorien in der Grammatik dieser Sprache und verwendet dafür
eine etablierte Methodologie. Dadurch soll einerseits das Verständnis erweitert werden,
wie und ob die Kategorie Fokus in den Sprachen der Welt markiert ist, und zum anderen
sollen die gewonnenen Daten einen sprachübergreifenden Vergleich erlauben.

Die Hauptthese dieser Dissertation ist, dass Nord-Sotho keinen obligatorischen Ge-
brauch von grammatischen Mitteln zur Markierung von Fokus macht, weder in der Syn-
tax noch in der Prosodie oder Morphologie. Trotzdem strukturiert diese Sprache eine
Äußerung nach informationsstrukturellen Aspekten. Konstituenten, die im Diskurs gege-
ben sind, werden entweder getilgt, pronominalisiert oder an den rechten oder linken
Satzrand versetzt. Diese (morpho-)syntaktischen Prozesse wirken so zusammen, dass die
fokussierte Konstituente oft final in ihrem Teilsatz erscheint. Obwohl die finale Position
keine designierte Fokusposition ist, ist das Wissen um diese Tendenz doch entscheidend
für das Versẗandnis einer morphologischen Alternation, die in Nord-Sotho am Verb er-
scheint und die in der Literatur im Zusammenhang mit Fokus diskutiert wurde.

Obwohl also ein direkter grammatischer Ausdruck von formaler F(okus)-Markierung
im Nord-Sotho fehlt, ist F-Markierung trotzdem entscheidend für die Grammatik dieser
Sprache: Fokussierte logische Subjekte können nicht in kanonischer präverbaler Posi-
tion erscheinen. Sie erscheinen stattdessen entweder postverbal oder in einem Spaltsatz,
abḧangig von der Valenz des Verbs. Obwohl Nord-Sotho bei Objekten im Gebrauch von
Spalts̈atzen eine Korrespondenz von komplexer Form mit komplexer Bedeutung zeigt,
gilt diese Korrespondenz nicht für logische Subjekte.

Die vorliegende Dissertation modelliert die oben genannten Ergebnisse im theore-
tischen Rahmen der Optimalitätstheorie (OT). Syntaktischer in situ Fokus und die Abwe-
senheit von prosodischer Fokusmarkierung können mit unkontroversen Beschränkungen
erfasst werden. F̈ur die Ungrammatikalïat fokussierter logischer Subjekte in präverbaler
Position schl̈agt die vorliegende Arbeit die Modifizierung einer in der Literatur vorhan-
denen Beschränkung vor, die in Nord-Sotho von entscheidener Bedeutung ist. Die Form-
Bedeutungs-Korrespondenz wird, wie andere Phänomene pragmatischer Arbeitsteilung
auch, innerhalb der schwach bidirektionalen Optimalitätstheorie behandelt.

Die Dissertation ist wie folgt gegliedert: In Kapitel 1 werden zunächst die infor-
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mationsstrukturellen Einheiten vorgestellt und diskutiert. Das Ziel ist, die Definition
von Fokus herauszubilden, die der Datenelizitation in der Dissertation zugrunde liegt.
Dabei folgt die Dissertation der Definition von Fokus, wie sie aus der Alternativense-
mantik bekannt ist: Fokus beschreibt eine Menge von Alternativen. Die Methoden, die
angewendet werden, um diese Art von Fokus im Nord-Sotho zu elizitieren, werden im
Detail beschrieben. Weiterhin wird in dem ersten Kapitel anhand einer kurzenÜbersicht
illustriert, in welchen grammatischen Bereichen und mit welchen grammatischen Mit-
teln Fokus in den Sprachen der Welt ausgedrückt wird. Die Vielfalt der verwendeten
Mittel rechtfertigt die umfassende Untersuchung – in den Bereichen Syntax, Phonolo-
gie, Morphologie –, die in der vorliegenden Dissertation für das Nord-Sotho unternom-
men ist. Kapitel 1 pr̈asentiert auch den theoretischen Rahmen, innerhalb dessen die
gewonnenen Daten erklärt werden. Optimaliẗatstheorie (OT) erlaubt die Modellierung der
Interaktion von verschiedenen Bereichen der Grammatik innerhalb einer Meta-Theorie.
Schlussendlich gibt Kapitel 1 eine kleine Einführung in die (f̈ur den vorliegenden Zweck)
wichtigsten linguistischen Aspekte von Bantusprachen. Besondere Aufmerksamkeit wird
dem Ton, der Wortreihenfolge und der verbalen Konkordanz gewidmet.

Kapitel 2 pr̈asentiert den syntaktischen Ausdruck von Fokus im Nord-Sotho. Nord-
Sotho zeigt eine Asymmetrie bei der Fokussierung von Subjekten und Nicht-Subjekten.
Während Objekte, Verben und Adverbien in ihrer kanonischen Position fokussiert wer-
den, treten logische Subjekte unter Fokus nicht in ihrer kanonischen, präverbalen Posi-
tion auf, sondern postverbal oder in einem Spaltsatz. Nach diesen Beobachtungen unter-
sucht Kapitel 2 alternative syntaktische Fokuspositionen, die für andere (Bantu-)Sprachen
beschrieben worden sind. Dazu gehören eine linksperipḧare, eine unmittelbar postver-
bale oder eine Teilsatz-finale Fokusposition. Es wird gezeigt, dass keine dieser Positio-
nen eine m̈ogliche Fokusposition im Nord-Sotho darstellt. Für die beobachtbare Ten-
denz, dass fokussierte Konstituenten im Nord-Sotho Teilsatz-final erscheinen, werden
Ansätze aufgezeigt, die diese Tendenz fokusunabhängig erkl̈aren. In diesem Zusammen-
hang diskutiert Kapitel 2 auch die scheinbare morphologische Fokusmarkierung am Verb
im Nord-Sotho und widerlegt, dass es sich um eine aktive Fokusmarkierung handelt.

In Anbetracht des Fehlens der syntaktischen Fokusmarkierung für Nicht-Subjekte
untersucht Kapitel 3 den prosodischen Ausdruck von Fokus im verbalen und postver-
balen Bereich in Nord-Sotho. Damit stellt die vorliegende Dissertation eine weitere
Studie neben wirklich nur einer Handvoll Untersuchungen dar, die den prosodischen
Ausdruck von in situ Fokus in tonalen Bantusprachen zum Thema haben. Die exper-
imentelle Methode, die dabei angewandt wurde, wurde auch bei vergleichbaren Unter-
suchungen an europäischen Sprachen benutzt und liefert damit sprachübergreifend ver-
gleichbare Daten. Die durchgeführte Produktions- und Perzeptionsstudie zeigt die Abwe-
senheit von jeglicher prosodischer Markierung der fokussierten Konstituente. Das Fehlen
von prosodischer Markierung unter Fokus kann mittels der in Kapitel 1 vorgestellten
Beschr̈ankungen innerhalb der Optimalitätstheorie erfasst werden. Folglich stellt Nord-
Sotho einen der durch die benutzten Beschränkungen vorhergesagten Sprachtyp dar (‘fac-
torial typology’).

Obwohl Nord-Sotho ein vorhergesagter Sprachtyp ist, stellt die gleichzeitige Abwe-
senheit von syntaktischer und prosodischer Markierung eine Herausforderung für exis-
tierende Fokustheorien dar. Weithin wird angenommen, dass Fokus in einem der bei-
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den grammatischen Gebiete (oder alternativ durch Morphologie) markiert ist. Außerdem
ist die Notwendigkeit eines grammatischen Merkmals für Fokus in Nord-Sotho in Frage
gestellt, da die Ergebnisse in Kapitel 2 und 3 zeigen, dass ein formales F-Merkmal keine
Auswirkungen auf die Grammatik in dieser Sprache hat.

Kapitel 4 kehrt deswegen zu der bereits in Kapitel 2 beschriebenen Asymmetrie bei
der Fokussierung von Subjekten und Nicht-Subjekten zurück. Während Nicht-Subjekte
in ihrer kanonischen Position fokussiert werden, können logische Subjekte unter Fokus
nicht pr̈averbal auftreten. Das Kapitel argumentiert, dass F-Markierung der entschei-
dende Aspekt ist, der das Auftreten eines fokussierten logischen Subjekts in präverbaler
Position unterbindet. Es ist seit langem bekannt, dass Diskurs Syntax beeinflusst. Deswe-
gen k̈onnen Beschränkungen, die sich auf die Diskurs-Syntax Schnittstelle beziehen, als
grunds̈atzlich unkontrovers angesehen werden. Kapitel 4 schlägt in leichter Abweichung
zu vorhandener Literatur eine Schnittstellenbeschränkung vor, die F-markierte, logische
Subjekte in pr̈averbaler Position verbietet. Diese Beschränkung wird innerhalb der Opti-
malitätstheorie formal hergeleitet durch ‘harmonic alignment’ von einer Fokusskala mit
einer Skala von grammatischen Funktionen. Einerseits zeigt dieses Kapitel somit, dass
formale F-Markierung f̈ur die Grammatik von Nord-Sotho von entscheidener Bedeutung
ist. Andererseits zeigt es, dass in Nord-Sotho, entgegen vorhandener Literatur zu anderen
Bantusprachen, F-Markierung und nicht Topikhaftigkeit entscheidend ist für das gram-
matische Subjekt.

Kapitel 5 untersucht die Bedeutung von Spaltsätzen f̈ur Fokus in Nord-Sotho. Wie
bereits in Kapitel 2 gezeigt, werden Spaltsätze obligatorisch f̈ur die Fokussierung von lo-
gischen Subjekten transitiver Verben benutzt. Bei der Fokussierung von Objekten geht
der Gebrauch von Spaltsätzen mit einer semantischen Differenzierung einher, die in Ein-
klang mit Ergebnissen zu anderen Sprachen als Restringierung der Alternativenmenge be-
zeichnet werden kann. Das Kapitel zeigt Beispiele für den semantischen Unterschied und
belegt den Unterschied mit Frequenzdaten aus einer Korpusstudie. Die bei Objekten zu
beobachtende Entsprechung von Form und Bedeutung ist ein Beispiel für pragmatische
Arbeitsteilung, wonach unmarkierte Formen unmarkierte Bedeutungen tragen und vice
versa. Bidirektionale Optimalitätstheorie leitet diese Arbeitsteilung formal her. Bei Sub-
jekten transitiver Verben funktioniert diese Arbeitsteilung nicht. Das Kapitel argumen-
tiert, dass bei Subjekten transitiver Verben eine unabhängige syntaktische Beschränkung
interveniert, und somit der Spaltsatz als markierte Form auch unmarkierte Bedeutung tra-
gen kann.
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List of abbreviations

All examples from Northern Sotho are glossed according to the Leipzig Glossing Rules
which comprise conventions for interlinear morpheme-by-morpheme glosses. For exam-
ples taken from other sources, the glosses have been adjusted to the best of my knowledge
in order to provide consistency. This leads to quite a number of one-to-many correspon-
dences. I apologize in advance for any misinterpretations. The Northern Sotho examples
have been given in their orthographic form in order to enable recall. The Northern Sotho
orthography treats morphemes as words most of the time in writing them separately. The
following abbreviations have been used:
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xiv LIST OF ABBREVIATIONS

Table 1: List of abbreviations used

1 1st person
2 2nd person
-A- so-called Present Tense -a-
ACC accusative (examples froḿE. Kiss 1998)
AFF affirmative (examples from Baker 2003)
APPL applicative
AUG augment vowel (examples from Baker 2003)
CLn noun class n
COP copula
DAT dative (examples froḿE. Kiss 1998)
DEM demonstrative
DS dummy subject (examples from Watters 1979)
EXT extended mood marker (examples from Baker 2003)
FUT future
HAB habitual mood (examples from Bresnan & Mchombo 1987)
LOC locative
NEG negation
PAR particle
PASS passive
PERF Perfect (examples froḿE. Kiss 1998)
PERSPRN personal pronoun
PL plural
POSS possessive
POT potential
PREP preposition
PRES Present (examples from Bresnan & Mchombo 1987)
PRN pronoun
PROP.NAME proper name
PST Past
QUAL qualitative
QP question particle
SM subject marker (examples from Watters 1979)
REC reciprocal
REFL reflexive
REL verbal relative clause marker
T tense marker (examples from Baker 2003)



Chapter 1

Introduction

1.1 Overview

Over the last two decades, the expression of information structure in grammar has been
revived as a prominent topic in linguistic research. Though the Bantu languages form the
largest language family in Africa, consisting of approximately 300 languages (see Nurse
& Philippson, 2003: 2f), relatively little research has been carried out on the grammat-
ical expression of the information-structural categories topic and focus, as compared to
European languages. This thesis contributes to the ongoing debate by investigating focus
marking in Northern Sotho, a Bantu language spoken in the northern part of the Republic
of South Africa, thereby deepening the understanding of whether and how the category
focus is represented and marked in the languages of the world. It provides a systematic
overview, description and investigation of aspects related to information structure in the
grammar of Northern Sotho by applying methodology that allows cross-linguistic com-
parison of the data.

The overall claim of the thesis is that there is no grammatical marking of focus (F-
marking) in Northern Sotho, neither by syntax nor by prosody. Nevertheless, the language
does structure utterances dependent on their information structure. Thereby, it targets
discourse-old constituents which get either deleted, pronominalized or dislocated to either
the left- or right sentence periphery. These (morpho-)syntactic processes conspire in such
a way that the focused constituents often end up in clause-final position. Awareness of
this fact is essential for an understanding of a morphological alternation that occurs on
the verb in Northern Sotho and that has sometimes been described as focus marking in
the literature.

Formal F-marking is nevertheless important for the grammar of Northern Sotho, al-
though it is not directly reflected in neither syntax nor prosody nor morphology: F-marked
logical subjects must not appear in their canonical preverbal position. Although Northern
Sotho shows a strict correspondence between form and meaning for different foci in the
case of objects, this correspondence breaks down in the case of focused logical subjects
of transitive verbs. Because they cannot appear neither postverbally nor preverbally, they
have to be focused by means of a cleft sentence.

The thesis outlines how all the aspects mentioned above can be modeled in the frame-
work of Optimality Theory (OT). For the modeling of syntactic in situ focus and the lack

1
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of prosodic expression of focus, it retreats to constraints which are uncontroversial in the
relevant literature. The interface constraint *F-MARKED / SUBJECT, which is proposed
here to moderate between syntax and discourse-pragmatics, has its precedents in the lit-
erature but differs in that the prominence scales involved are crucially modified. The
derivation of the form-meaning correspondence for objects in chapter 5 provides an ex-
ample of ‘division of pragmatic labor’ according to which unmarked forms are used for
unmarked meanings and vice versa.

The lack of prosodic expression of focus and the ban of F-marked logical subjects
in preverbal position in Northern Sotho constitute two ‘languages’ that are predicted by
the factorial typologies of the constraints involved in the analysis. Therefore, the data
presented here are important for showing the universality of the constraints proposed.

Moreover, the overall result raises interesting questions for existing focus theories. Fo-
cus theories assume that focus is marked somehow in grammar, either by prosody, syntax,
or morphology. The data presented in this thesis show that grammatical focus marking is
no language universal but rather that the role of context deserves more attention. Context
is necessary to resolve focus ambiguities in languages like English and German, and the
results presented here suggest that focus interpretation through context is the path fol-
lowed by Northern Sotho in all contexts. The results therefore underline the importance
of typological research for the development and improvement of linguistic theories.

The thesis is structured as follows: Chapter 1 provides a discussion of information
structure with the objective to establish the notion of focus that is referred to throughout
the thesis: Focus denotes the set of alternatives. The methodology that has been used in
the thesis to elicit this kind of focus is outlaid in detail. Furthermore, a short literature
survey presents means for grammatical focus marking from different areas of grammar
(phonology, morphology, syntax) and from different languages of the world. The variety
of means of focus marking found in the languages of the world justifies the investigation of
all areas of grammar – syntax, phonology, morphology – that is undertaken for Northern
Sotho is this thesis. Chapter 1 also presents the theoretical framework in which the data
of Northern Sotho are accounted for in this thesis. It describes the basic machinery of
OT and illustrates its wide application by means of case studies from different areas of
grammar. Lastly, chapter 1 familiarizes the reader with the essential characteristics of
Northern Sotho grammar: tone, word order, and agreement.

Chapter 2 investigates the syntactic expression of focus in Northern Sotho. It shows
the subject/object asymmetry in Northern Sotho which entails that logical subjects are not
focused in their canonical position, but either postverbally or by means of a cleft. Objects,
adverbials, and the verb are focused in their canonical position. The chapter further in-
vestigates alternative syntactic focus positions, as studies on other Bantu languages have
shown that these languages dispose of a designated focus position. This is claimed to
be either left-peripheral, immediately postverbal, or clause-final. This thesis shows that
neither of these positions is a designated focus position in Northern Sotho. Non-subjects
are simply focused in situ. The chapter also discusses the observable tendency of focused
constituents to appear clause-finally in Northern Sotho, but claims that this tendency is
independent of focus marking. Alternative approaches are presented. In this connection,
apparent morphological focus marking on the verb is critically discussed.

In light of the lack of syntactic means of focus marking, chapter 3 investigates the
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prosodic expression of focus of verbal and postverbal constituents in Northern Sotho. It
applies experimental methodology that has been tested on Indo-European languages and
thereby makes the data comparable cross-linguistically. The production and perception
studies carried out show the absence of prosodic marking with the simultaneous lack of
syntactic marking for in situ focus in the verbal and postverbal domain in Northern Sotho.
The lack of prosodic expression of focus can be accounted for by the constraints stated
for focus in English and Italian in one of the case studies in chapter 1, and consequently
support the factorial typologies predicted by these constraints. Though inherently pre-
dicted by work on the syntax-prosody interface within OT, the absence of grammatical
marking of focus challenges existing theories of focus that predict focus to be marked by
some grammatical means in a language. The need of formal F-marking for the grammar
of Northern Sotho is challenged by the data presented in chapter 2 and 3, as F-marking
does not have any consequence for its grammar so far.

Chapter 4 therefore returns to the subject/object asymmetry in focus-related contexts
which was initially illustrated in chapter 2. Whereas non-subjects are focused in their
canonical position, focused logical subjects must crucially not appear in their canonical
preverbal position. The chapter shows that the crucial notion for the ban of logical sub-
jects from their canonical preverbal position is formal F-marking. The need for interface
constraints that relate syntax to discourse is known since at least Behagel’s “Stellungs-
gesetze” (1932: 5) for German. Therefore, the necessity of those interface constraints
can be considered uncontroversial. This restriction is derived within OT by harmonic
alignment of prominence scales relating to discourse prominence and grammatical func-
tions. Thereby, the necessity of formal F-marking for the grammar of Northern Sotho is
given evidence for. Furthermore, the chapter shows in detail that, contrary to what has
been claimed in the literature, the grammatical subject in Northern Sotho is not always an
aboutness topic.

In chapter 5, the importance of cleft structures for the expression of focus in Northern
Sotho is investigated. For Northern Sotho, cleft sentences can be shown to have a seman-
tic differentiation when used with objects, which is not present when used for focused
subjects. This result is supported by frequency data from a corpus study. The correlation
between form and meaning can be formally derived when adopting the view that not only
prosodic and syntactic structure but also semantic interpretation need to be evaluated. The
chapter presents an analysis of the form-meaning correspondence within bidirectional OT,
and also treats the blocking of the correspondence in the case of focused subjects of tran-
sitive verbs. Subjects of transitive verbs have to appear in a cleft construction because
syntactic restrictions rule out a postverbal appearance.

Within the present chapter, section 1.2 discusses the basic concepts of information
structure. Section 1.3 presents the methodology used in thesis for the collection of pri-
mary and secondary data. Section 1.4 defines grammatical marking of focus and gives
examples from different areas of grammar and from different languages of the world how
focus can be encoded in grammar. Section 1.5 motivates Optimality Theory (OT) as
one theoretic framework which allows to model the interaction of prosody, syntax and
discourse-pragmatics in a language. Section 1.6 and 1.7 introduce the language Northern
Sotho with its basic linguistic characteristics.
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1.2 Information Structure

The following section discusses the basic concepts of information structure. The entities
of information structure are presented and reviewed in this section and the term focus that
is adopted in this thesis is defined.

There is a long tradition of investigating the information packaging of a sentence,
starting at least with Paul (1880). Terminology and views changed greatly over time and
I gratefully acknowledge the clarifying outline and presentation of this topic in Krifka’s
lecture on information structure (Krifka 2004/2005)1 which is adhered to in the following
presentation.

1.2.1 What is information structure?

Information structure of a sentence refers to the structuring of linguistic information with
the objective of optimizing the information transfer in discourse. The term ‘information
structure’ has been coined by Halliday (1967) to refer to the partition of spoken language
into informational units, which do not necessarily overlap with syntactic units. The term
‘information structure’ does therefore not refer to the information itself but rather how it
is transferred to the hearer. Chafe (1976:27) draws the association to ‘packaging’: infor-
mation structure is about how a message is transferred to a receiver, not about the content
of the message itself. A certain information might be packed differently depending on
the background and the goal of the discourse. The examples in (1) and (2) from German
illustrate this.

(1) a. Der Gärtner hat mit der K̈ochin am Freitag gesprochen.
b. Mit der Köchin hat der G̈artner am Freitag gesprochen.
c. Am Freitag hat der G̈artner mit der K̈ochin gesprochen.

‘The gardener talked to the cook on Friday.’

German allows free word order. Therefore, either the subject (1-a), a prepositional object
(1-b), or a temporal adverb (1-c) can appear in sentence-initial position. The sentences
in (1) differ not only in word order, but also in their information structure: (1-a) is an
utterance about the gardener, (1-b) about the cook, and (1-c) sets ‘Friday’ as the temporal
frame in which the predication holds. The sentences in (2) constitute another example.
Throughout the thesis words bearing the sentence accent are marked by small caps.

(2) a. Der Gärtner hat mit der K̈ochin am FREITAG gesprochen.
b. Der Gärtner hat mit der K̈OCHIN am Freitag gesprochen.
c. Der GÄRTNER hat mit der K̈ochin am Freitag gesprochen.
d. Der GärtnerHAT mit der Köchin am Freitag gesprochen.

‘The gardener talked to the cook on Friday.’

In the examples in (2), the canonical SVO word order remains constant. The sentences
differ with respect to the accent placement only. In an unmarked declarative utterance,
sentence accent is rightmost in German. Leftward movement of accent correlates with

1Notes available online: http://amor.rz.hu-berlin.de/ h2816i3x/, last access 10.11.2005
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a change in discourse meaning. All sentences in (2) have different discourse functions,
which can be illustrated by means of the questions they provide answers to. Sentence
(2-a) answers the question ‘When did the gardener talk to the cook?’, sentence (2-b)
answers the question ‘Who did the gardener talk to on Friday?’, sentence (2-c) answers
the question ‘Who talked to the cook on Friday?’ and finally, sentence (2-d) answers the
question ‘Did the gardener talk to the cook on Friday?’.

Crucially, all sentences in (1) and (2) have the same truth-value. That means, the
condition under which all sentences in (1) and (2) are true, is the same. They are true
when there is a gardener who talked to a cook on a Friday. The differences mentioned
in (1) and (2) relate to the information structural units topic and focus respectively. The
sentences in (1) each have a different topic, the sentences in (2) each display a different
focus. Topic and focus will be discussed in section 1.2.2 in detail.

In optimizing the information transfer in discourse, information structuring takes into
account the needs of the hearer of the message. Prince (1981) describes information
packaging as

“the tailoring of an utterance by a sender to meet the particular assumed needs
of the intended receiver. That is, information packaging in natural languages
reflects the sender’s hypotheses about the receivers assumptions and believes
and strategies.” (Prince 1981: 224)

Defining information structure as in Prince (1981) makes the speaker’s intention to one
central aspect of the research area. However, for linguistic research only those speaker’s
intentions are relevant that are reflected in the grammar.

“We are, therefore, not concerned with what one individual may know or hy-
pothesize about another individual’s belief-state except insofar as that knowl-
edge and those hypotheses affect the forms and understanding of linguistic
productions.” (Prince 1981: 233)

To sum up, a definition of the term ‘information structure’ contains both speaker intention
and grammatical form (see also Lambrecht 1994). It refers to the partition of an utterance
into information units on the basis of the intended receivers needs and in a linguistically
relevant way.

1.2.2 Parts of information structure

Like in every work on information structure since at least Levinson (1983), also in the
present thesis the confusing and inconsistent use of the basic terminology in this field has
to be pointed out before presenting an overview of the terminology found in the literature:

“Terminological profusion and confusion, and underlying conceptual vague-
ness, plague the relevant literature to a point where little may be salvageable.”
(Levinson 1983)

The basic terminology with respect to information structure appears pairwise and is listed
in (3) (following Büring 1997).
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(3) Terminology
a. psychological subject psychological predicate
b. Topic Comment
c. Theme Rheme
d. Given/Old New
e. Background Focus
f. Presupposition Focus

The polar structuring of these complementary pairs is uncontroversial although also other
groupings can be found, as e.g. topic/focus. The following subsections discuss some of
these pairs in detail.

Topic/comment

The pairs in (3-a, b) fall together as nowadays topic/comment is used to refer to what von
der Gabelentz (1891) and Paul (1880) term ‘psychological subject’ and ‘predicate’.

“Das Bild des Ganzen schwebt mir vor: die Theile halte ich in den Händen,
um sie nachschaffend aufzubauen. Was bestimmt mich, erst diesen [sc. Theil]
aufzustellen, dann den, dann jenen? Offenbar ist es dies, dass ich erst das-
jenige nenne, was mein Denken anregt, worüber ich nachdenke, mein psy-
chologisches Subject, und dann das, was ich darüber denke, mein psycholo-
gisches Pr̈adicat, und dann wo n̈otig wieder Beides zum Gegenstande weit-
eren Denkens und Redens mache.”2(von der Gabelentz 1891: 370f)

Just like the terms psychological subject and predicate, also the dichotomy topic/comment
refers to the proposition (comment) that has been made about something (topic). A differ-
entiation along these lines can also be found in Chafe (1976) and Reinhart (1981) among
others. Reinhart (1981) has coined the term aboutness topic for this use of the term topic
that refers to what the rest of the sentence is about (also common: sentence topic, Rein-
hart 1981). Because of the criterion that the rest of the sentence is about the topic, there
are certain restrictions on this expression which can be used as tests for aboutness topics
(see Reinhart 1981, see also section 4.2.2 for testing these properties with respect to the
preverbal subject in Northern Sotho).

First, aboutness topics cannot be unspecific and indefinite (with the exception of
generic expressions) as a sentence cannot be about an unspecific, indefinite entity. Sec-
ond, certain quantificational expressions likeat least, nearly all cannot be aboutness top-
ics for semantic reasons. Third, the intuitive notion of aboutness can be lexicalized by a
paraphrase such asas foror about in languages like English. An example is provided in
(4).

(4) Paraphrase for topic
As for the cook, the gardener talked to her on Friday. (cf. 1b)

2“I have the whole picture in mind: I hold its parts in my hands in order to build it together. What de-
termines which part to take first? Obviously I start by naming what initiates my thinking, the psychological
subject, followed by what I think about it, the psychological predicate. If necessary I can return to both
parts in speaking or thinking afterwards.” [translation SZ]
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Next to aboutness topics we also find frame setting expressions (see Jacobs 2001). Frame
setting expressions are marked similarly to aboutness topics in languages like German
(by lack of accent) and Japanese (by insertion of the topic markerwa), but are different in
their function. The example in (5) illustrates:

(5) Framesetting
Gesundheitsm̈aßig geht es Peter gut.
‘Health-wise Peter is fine.’

The sentence in (5) is not a statement about Peter’s health. ‘Gesundheitsmäßig’ sets the
(modal) frame in which the statement holds (see also Chafe 1976: the topic sets “a spatial,
temporal or individual framework within which the main predication holds”).

The topic/comment distinction addresses the hearer-oriented aspect of information
structure with respect to linear order of constituents. The sentence topic precedes the
statement about this topic. The preference for this order might be related to parsing re-
quirements.

Theme/rheme

The terminological pair theme/rheme was first introduced in order to refer to the psycho-
logical subject and predicate. Later, it was used either in the sense of topic/comment (e.g.
in Halliday 1967) or in the sense of given/new (Prague School). It will therefore not be
dealt with separately.

Given/new

The terminological pair given/new refers to the contextual givenness of linguistic expres-
sions. Given refers to constituents that have been mentioned before in discourse (implic-
itly or explicitly). New refers to newly introduced discourse constituents. A conflation of
the termini given/new and topic/comment occurs because in most of the cases the topic
constituent is given and the comment is new (see section 1.2.4 which shows this for the
literature on Bantu languages). Sometimes a discrimination of these two terminological
pairs is consciously avoided, as in Danes (1970), cited following von Heusinger (1999):

“Taking for granted that in the act of communication an utterance appears to
be, in essence, an enunciation (statement) about something [...], we shall call
the parts theme (something that one is talking about, topic), and rheme (what
one says about it, comment). Following the other line, linking up utterance
with the context and/or situation, we recognize that, as a rule, one part con-
tains old, already known or given elements, functioning thus as a ‘starting
point’ of the utterance, while the other conveys a new piece of information
(being thus the ‘core’ of the utterance).

But, as in most cases, the two aspects coincide, we shall, in our following
discussion, disregard the said distinction.”

However, minimal pairs exist where the distinction does not coincide (see Halliday 1967).
It is therefore necessary to treat topic/comment and given/new separately. The example
in (6) illustrates Halliday’s claim for English.
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(6) topic/comment vs given/new

a. Mary always goes toTOWN on Sundays.
b. Mary always goes to town on SUNDAYS.

Both sentences in (6) have the same topic/comment structure. ‘Mary’ is the topic, i.e. that
entity that the rest of the sentence makes a statement about. However, the sentences in
(6) differ with respect to the given/new distinction within the comment. In (6-a), ‘town’
is the new information. A sentence as in (6-a) could answer a question like ‘Where does
Mary go on Sundays?’. In (6-b), the temporal adverbial is the new information. Sentence
(6-b) could be an answer to a question like ‘When does Mary go to town?’.

The given/new distinction has been extended in order to address the hearer-oriented
aspect of information structure. Chafe (1976: 30) interprets the given/new distinction
psychologically.

“Given (or old) information is that knowledge which the speaker assumes to
be in the consciousness of the addressee at the time of the utterance. So-
called new information is what the speaker assumes he is introducing into the
addressee’s consciousness by what he says.”

The basic distinction made by Chafe (1976) laid the basis for more fine-grained distinc-
tions, e.g. of more or less given/new expressions (Prague School, see e.g. Firbas 1964) or
of a familiarity scale for referentiell expressions (Prince 1981).

Background/Focus

The term focus is sometimes used to refer to the new, accented constituent within a com-
ment (Halliday 1967, but also Vallduvı́ & Engdahl 1998). This can be illustrated in re-
considering example (6). Although having the same comment, the sentences in (6-a) and
(6-b) differ in focus. In (6-a), ‘town’ is the focus of the comment, in (6-b) it is ‘Sundays’.

Since Rooth (1992, 1996) focus is considered the expression that introduces alterna-
tives. The other constituents of the sentence are called background. The example in (7)
illustrates this.

(7) a. A: Wann ist Karl nach Berlin gefahren?
‘When did Karl go to Berlin?’

b. B: Karl ist GESTERNnach Berlin gefahren.
‘Karl went YESTERDAY to Berlin.’

By posing the question in (7-a), A wants to know which proposition from the propositions
‘Karl went to Berlin att’ is true, wherebyt varies over times. Speaker B chooses one
alternative from the propositions and indicates the choice by the accent on the temporal
adverbialgesternin (7-b). Focus as defined in this way does not only appear in answers
to questions but also in contrasting statements, as in (8-a), or in utterances with certain
(focus-sensitive) particles, as in (8-b,c).
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(8) Focus with contrast and with particles

a. (i) A: Karl ist vorgestern nach Berlin gefahren.
‘Karl went to Berlin the day before yesterday.’

(ii) B: Nein, Karl istGESTERNnach Berlin gefahren.
‘No, Karl went to BerlinYESTERDAY.’

b. Peter weiss nur, dass KarlGESTERNnach Berlin gefahren ist.
‘Peter only knows that Karl went to BerlinYESTERDAY.’

c. Peter weiss nur, dass Karl gestern nach BERLIN gefahren ist.
‘Peter only knows that Karl went to BERLIN yesterday.’

The focus constituent does not necessarily have to be discourse-new. This is illustrated
by the example in (9).

(9) Focus on discourse-old material

a. A: Wann ist Karl nach Berlin gefahren- gestern oder vorgestern?
‘When did Karl go to Berlin- yesterday or the day before yesterday?’

b. B: Karl ist GESTERNnach Berlin gefahren.
‘Karl went to BerlinYESTERDAY.’

Chomsky (1971) introduced the terminology of focus/presupposition which was taken up
by Jackendoff (1972). A presupposition of a sentence denotes the logical implementa-
tion of a sentence that remains constant across semantic modifications such as negation,
modification, and question formation, as illustrated in (10).

(10) Semantic modifications

a. Karl ist GESTERNnach Berlin gefahren.
‘Karl went to BerlinYESTERDAY.’
entails: Karl went to Berlin sometime.

b. Karl ist nichtGESTERNnach Berlin gefahren.
‘Karl didn’t go to Berlin YESTERDAY.’
entails: Karl went to Berlin sometime.

c. Karl ist vielleichtGESTERNnach Berlin gefahren.
‘Perhaps Karl went to BerlinYESTERDAY.’
entails: Karl went to Berlin sometime.

d. Ist Karl GESTERNnach Berlin gefahren?
‘Did Karl go to Berlin YESTERDAY?’
entails: Karl went to Berlin sometime.

All sentences in (10) entail that Karl went to Berlin sometime. More specifically, utter-
ances with focus usually entail an existential presupposition, i.e. that there is a time that
Karl went to Berlin. This is formulized in (11).

(11) Karl ist GESTERNnach Berlin gefahren.
‘Karl went to BerlinYESTERDAY.’
ńt [Karl went to Berlin att.]

Consequently, a question as in (10-d) that contains a focus, cannot be answered by ‘Karl
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never went to Berlin’. By making use of the semantic concept of presupposition, the
notion of background can be formalized as the existential presupposition. Because the
expression in focus is substituted by a variable which is bound by an existential quantifier,
the existential presupposition is identical to the background of a focus.

1.2.3 Information structural units used in the thesis

The thesis adopts the definition of focus whereby focus indicates a set of alternatives of
which one alternative is chosen (Rooth 1992, 1996). Alternatives are at play in ques-
tion/answer pairs but also in contrastive contexts like correction, or with focus-sensitive
particles. The focused constituent is marked with a morphosyntactic feature F, following
Jackendoff (1972). The focused constituent receives special discourse prominence in lan-
guages like English and German. However, focus as a set of alternatives is a universal
category whose definition is independent of actual focus marking in a specific language.
No formal differentiation of so-called contrastive and information focus is made because
both kinds of focus involve a set of alternatives (seeÉ. Kiss 1998). The difference in the
size of the set of alternatives and in the interaction of the focused constituent with other
alternatives leads to different pragmatic readings (corrective, selective, new information
focus).

The category focus as denoting a set of alternatives is different from focus denoting
new information. This is illustrated by the examples in (12).

(12) a. (i) A: Wann ist Karl nach Berlin gefahren- gestern oder vorgestern?
‘When did Karl go to Berlin- yesterday or the day before yesterday?’

(ii) B: Karl ist GESTERNnach Berlin gefahren.
‘Karl went to BerlinYESTERDAY.’

b. (i) A: Von wo hast du denn die schöne Schale?
‘Where did you get this nice bowl from?’

(ii) B: Die habe ich gestern auf dem FLOHMARKT gekauft.
‘I bought it at theFLEA MARKET yesterday.’

The example in (12-a), repeated from (9) above, shows that focus does not necessarily
have to be new information. The example in (12-b) shows that not all new information
in an utterance is necessarily focused. The preceding question in (12-b) marks the local
adverb as the questioned constituent (=focus). Although the temporal adverb and the
lexical content of the verb are also new information in the answer in (12-b), they are not
focused according to the definition of focus adopted here.

In the thesis, the common differentiation between narrow and wide focus will be fol-
lowed. Narrow focus refers to focus on one syntactic constituent. This is prototypically
the case in answers towh-constituent questions, as in (13-a). Wide focus refers to fo-
cus on a larger clause-like syntactic constituent, either VP-focus or sentence focus, as in
(13-b).
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(13) a. Who ate pizza?
[Peter]F ate pizza.

b. What happened at the party?
[Peter ate pizza.]F

The differentiation between narrow and wide focus is important for two reasons: first, as
indicated in the example in (13), the grammar makes a distinction whether a constituent is
in narrow focus or part of a wider focus. In German, the difference manifests itself in the
pattern of the pitch accent. An H*L pitch accent is used for constituents in narrow focus,
a L*H pitch accent is used for non-final elements in wide focus. Second, the sentences in
(13) also differ in the alternatives they evoke. This is represented in (14).

(14)
a. ńx [x ate pizza] alternatives: Peter, Paul, Mary...
b. ńp [p happened] alternatives: Peter ate pizza, Peter kissed Mary,

Peter hit Paul ...

Whereas the alternatives for narrow focus on the subject are other possible referents, the
alternatives for wide sentence focus are other possible situations or events. Although the
subject in (14-b) is also new information, it differs from the subject in (14-a) as it is not
the questioned constituent. A differentiation is therefore necessary between questioned
constituent and new information, and the thesis will refer to focus as the questioned con-
stituent or the constituent that makes reference to possible alternatives. Jackendoff (1972)
in his original proposal captured the difference by assigning the whole sentence in (14-b)
an F-feature. Selkirk (1978, 1995) proposed to introduce two F-features to capture the
difference. According to her view, each element in (14-b) bears an F-feature as it is new
information, and the whole sentence carries a FOC-feature indicating that the whole sen-
tence is the questioned constituent. The two views are represented in (15).

(15) What happened at the party?

a. Jackendoff (1972)
[Peter ate pizza]F

b. Selkirk (1978, 1995)
[PeterF ateF pizzaF ]Foc

The thesis adopts Jackendoff’s notation for morphosyntactic focus marking. Therefore,
when stating the generalization that the subject must not be F-marked in Northern Sotho
in chapter 4, it is meant that the subject must not be narrowly focused. By showing the
relevance of F-marking for the grammar of Northern Sotho, it is automatically accepted,
following the terminological dichotomies established above, that all non-focused infor-
mation is background.

Due to the definition of focus adopted in the thesis, specific contexts need to be elicited
when investigating the grammatical expression of focus in Northern Sotho. Among them
are question/answer pairs, correction contexts through yes/no-questions or focused nega-
tion, and structures containing focus-sensitive particles such asfela-‘only’. Data from
these contexts are compiled through direct elicitation, by means of a questionnaire, and
by evaluation of (small) amounts of text. The uniform treatment of contrastive focus and
information focus is borne out in the data in Northern Sotho, as no grammatical differ-
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entiations appear for different types of foci in the contexts just mentioned. Chapter 5,
however, is devoted to a syntactic and semantic differentiation of focus, that manifests
itself in contexts of preconstructed domains.

Apart from focus, also the relevance of the notion of topic will be investigated in
this thesis. The differentiation into familiarity and aboutness topic is followed and it
is investigated if either of the two can serve to define the properties of the preverbal
subject in Northern Sotho. As will be shown in chapter 4, the notions have no direct
relevance for the grammar of Northern Sotho. Rather, they emerge as a category due to
the incompatibility of certain grammatical functions with focus.

1.2.4 Information structure in Bantu languages

The role of information structure for the grammar of Bantu languages has been acknowl-
edged since at least Givón (1976), especially the importance of the notion topic. In func-
tional and generative approaches the incompatibility of narrowly focused subjects in their
canonical preverbal position has been attributed to their discourse-pragmatic properties.
Subjects in Bantu languages are regarded topics (Givón 1976, Louwrens 1979a, Demuth
& Johnson 1989, Bresnan & Mchombo 1987). The sources cited use different definitions
of the term topic. Giv́on (1976: 152f) uses the term topic both in its meaning of old
information and of topic of discussion. Bresnan & Mchombo (1987: 746), referring to
work by Givón (1976), Chafe (1976) and Wald (1979), define the TOPIC constituent in
Lexical-Functional Grammar (LFG) as the constituent under discussion, whether previ-
ously mentioned or assumed in discourse. Demuth & Johnson (1989) follow the work of
Bresnan & Mchombo (1987) and also adopt their definition of topic. Louwrens (1979a)
defines the topic as old information. All these approaches have in common that they re-
fer to the topic as old discourse information that has been under discussion (explicitly
or implicitly) or has been mentioned before. Evidence for this claim comes from three
different areas: diachronic evidence, (morpho-)syntactic evidence, and textual evidence
(for a detailed discussion of this evidence see section 4.2.1).

However, as has been shown in the discussion of the relevant terminology of informa-
tion structure, the notions of given, new, and topic might overlap with the notion of focus
in some specific contexts. It is therefore necessary to investigate in detail which of these
notions is the relevant one for the grammar of Northern Sotho.

The case of subject focus in Northern Sotho shows that the terms topic and given
cannot account for the data in this language. The fact that the subject cannot be focused
in its preverbal position supports the view that the preverbal subject in Bantu languages is
a topic. However, as will be shown in chapter 4, the subject does appear in its preverbal
position if it is in wide focus. This is problematic when considering the grammatical
subject an obligatory topic, as a subject under wide focus is not an aboutness topic. An
all-new sentence is not a statement about the subject of this sentence but about the whole
situation. Reference to topicness, therefore, does not account for the data, as it stretches
the notion of aboutness topic beyond its original concept in order to accommodate the
cases of wide focus. The data suggest, however, that the valid generalization is that the
preverbal subject in Northern Sotho must not be F-marked. The general observation that
subjects tend to be topics can be derived in interaction with F-marking, however. This
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will be discussed and derived in chapter 4.

1.2.5 Summary

In this section, the information structural entities have been motivated from a cognitive
or psychological perspective, independently of their expression in grammar. However, in
order to be interesting for linguistic theory, the information structural entities mentioned
above need to show some influence on grammar. The research question of this thesis can
be stated as to whether there is grammatical marking of focus in Northern Sotho.

Why should information structural aspects such as topic or focus be reflected in the
grammar anyway? The answer lies in the general task a grammar fulfills: A grammar
of a language encodes meaning/information and the task of syntax, morphology/lexicon
and prosody is to encode meaning in an unambiguous way to make communication work.
Across languages, grammatical reflexes of information packaging can be found in all
grammatical areas, in syntax, in morphology/lexicon, and in prosody. An example for
the influence of information structure on syntax has been given in (1) from German. In
the examples in (1), the topic of a sentence is expressed in sentence-initial position. The
examples in (2) exemplified the use of prosody (accent) for the grammatical marking of
focus in German.

A grammatical model of a language must therefore be able to account for the in-
fluence of information-structural categories on the grammatical expression. Chomsky
(1971) points out that phenomena of prosodic structure, like diverging accent patterns,
and syntactic phenomena, like cleft sentences, lead to a change in the semantics. Seman-
tics therefore has to take surface structure into consideration. A different view is taken
here: It is assumed that it is not different syntactic structures that lead to different seman-
tic interpretations but also vice versa, namely that different semantics can lead to different
surface structures.

1.3 Controlling for focus: Methodology

A recent conference announcement3 argues for linguistic studies to collect “evidence from
multiple data types because all sort of linguistic data are inherently complex and reflect
performance and production factors as well as the constructs that are the subject of lin-
guistic theory”. The present thesis follows this desideratum in bringing together data from
different sources: from controlled elicitation, from (guided) spontaneous speech, from a
corpus study and from texts.

Though free spontaneous speech is always preferred over elicited data, the researcher
is confronted with the problem that complete naturalness is coupled with complete lack of
control. This means on the one hand, that the construction, word or intonation contour of
interest might occur only very rarely in running speech (‘Zipfian’ problem), which makes
it simply impractical to use free conversation for linguistic research of a pre-determined
aspect. On the other hand, a potential issue that is outside control specifically concerning

3‘Linguistic Evidence: Empirical, Theoretical and Computational Perspectives’, Workshop in Tübingen,
Febr. 2006, announced on LinguistList 16.2324 of 04.08.2005, last access 05.12.2005.



14 CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCTION

prosody, is that ‘prosodic’ features are used both for regulation of conversation (turn-
taking) and for conveying sentence-related meaning (e.g. question vs statement). There-
fore, elicitation methods with differing degrees of control (and naturalness) were used for
the elicitation of the data that went into this thesis.

Data from spontaneous speech were collected by help of the questionnaire ‘Infor-
mation Structure’ that was developed in the project D2 of the SFB 632 of Humboldt-
University Berlin and University of Potsdam.4 It contains structured games and meta-
linguistic triggers such as pictures and short video clips, which yield at the pronunciation
of differing information structures. Two native speakers worked together through the
whole questionnaire. Data in this thesis that are taken from the questionnaire are marked
by QUIS.

The data collected by conventional elicitation were controlled for their focus structure
by adopting the definition of focus as indicating alternatives that has been laid out in
detail in section 1.2. Therefore, mainly question/answer contexts, focused negation and
sentences with focus-sensitive particles have been elicited. As these contexts have also
been used for the eliciation of focus structures in other languages, this method of direct
eliciation provides data which are comparable cross-linguistically. The same applies to
the production and perception data presented in chapter 3. Although they too, are highly
controlled, it is exactly this control which makes them comparable cross-linguistically.
Again, having native speakers working in pairs increased the naturalness of the elicitation
situation.

A corpus study was done searching for questions (see section 5.1.4). The corpus of
Northern Sotho5 consists of texts written in Northern Sotho and contains bible texts (old
and new testament), novels, plays, (some) poetry, magazine (there is no newspaper in
Northern Sotho), official internet pages, and academic writing. The corpus comprises
approximately 6,2 million words in total. Though it is only a small corpus and there are
some serious caveats with it, one being that the the corpus is quite heteregoneous (e.g.
the bible is in old translation therefore in a formal register and archaic), it was chosen to
work with this tool for the following reasons: First, it is specific to the language under in-
vestigation and therefore provides quantitative evidence for language-specific structures,
and second, it broadens the general data base from which to work. The restriction of the
search strategy to questions was done for methodological and practical reasons. As the
corpus is not annotated syntactically, the only possible searching strategy was for question
words. The inference from question structures to focus structures was done following the
standard assumption in the literature that the distribution ofwh-words corresponds to the
distribution of focus.

Finally, the data taken from texts can be considered natural, though here too, a lack
of control can be assessed. The exact determination of information packaging in texts
often is subject to subjective analysis. Though the analysis of texts undoubtedly provides
valuable insights, the cross-linguistic comparability of the data remains a difficult issue.

The next section comes back to information structure in grammar and gives an overview
of grammatical means of focus marking that are used in different languages of the world.

4I thank the members of this group for letting me use this material.
5Access only on-site via University of Pretoria, Department of African Languages, Prof. Daan Prinsloo

or Dr. Elsab́e Taljard.
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1.4 A cross-linguistic survey of focus marking

That focus and topic are relevant notions for the grammar of the languages of the world
is mirrored by the vast amount of literature on the grammatical expression of these cate-
gories. Especially in the last decades not only the discussion about the semantics of focus
revived (see a.o. Rooth 1992, Schwarzschild 1999, Krifka 2001 a.o.), but also descrip-
tions of the grammatical expression of focus in the languages of the world received more
attention. Especially the study of less-known languages revealed interesting challenges
for existing focus theories. Northern Sotho is one such example.

This subsection aims at providing an overview over the grammatical means of focus
marking found in the languages of the world. It lists languages that make use of phono-
logical, morphological, and syntactic means in order to indicate which of the constituents
is focused. Thereby, the following precautions apply: First, referring back to section 1.2,
there is much terminological confusion with respect to focus and topic. Therefore, the
works cited do not agree on the definition of focus. For details, the reader is referred back
to the references given. Second, this list is by no means exclusive but rather cites a small
sample of the relevant literature. Exclusion of other studies does not entail a judgement
about their significance. Third, the classification into prosodic, morphological, and syn-
tactic means does not mean that the languages mentioned only use one of these means
(see also section 1.4.5). Fourth, the classification of a focus strategy, as e.g. syntactic or
phonological, might depend on the analysis.

1.4.1 Definition of grammatical marking of focus

The thesis distinguishes between grammaticalreflexesof focus (or information structure
more generally) and grammaticalmarkingof focus.

The term grammaticalmarkingof focus refers to rules or generalizations that relate a
certain grammatical structure or property, either syntactic, morphological or prosodic, to a
F(ocus)-marked constituent. One example of grammatical marking of focus is the occur-
rence of a pitch accent on F-marked constituents in languages like English and German.
The rule for the distribution of pitch accent makes direct reference to F-marking.

The term grammaticalreflexof focus refers to a linguistic phenomenon, either syntac-
tic, morphological or prosodic, that occurs in connection with information structure but
which cannot be generalized by assigning a certain grammatical structure or property to
an F-marked constituent. One example of a grammatical reflex of focus is deaccentuation
of given material in languages like English and German. The rules that deaccentuate con-
stituents which are given in discourse do not refer to F-marked constituents. Nevertheless,
they occur in connection with the information structuring of an utterance. Morphosyn-
tactic reflexes of information structure are topic marking in Japanese. Scrambling in Ger-
man can be described as a syntactic reflex of information structure: non-focal material
intervening between the focus constituent and the verb is moved in order for the focused
constituent to be target of the neutral sentence accent (e.g. Krifka 1998). In Catalan,
discourse-old material is moved out of the core sentence (Vallduvı́ & Engdahl 1996).

The distinction into grammatical marking and reflex of focus seems necessary as these
two aspects do not necessarily coincide. Whereas grammatical marking of focus always
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results in a grammatical reflex of focus, a grammatical reflex of focus cannot be equated
with grammatical marking. The thesis will show that there are grammatical reflexes of
focus in Northern Sotho, although Northern Sotho does not have grammatical marking of
focus.

The next sections give examples for prosodic, morphological, and syntactic marking
of focus from the languages of the world.

1.4.2 Prosodic marking of focus

Prosodic marking of focus refers to the assignment of special intonational or supraseg-
mental features to the F-marked constituent or to the constituent that contains the F-
marked element. The prosodic means found in the languages of the world include the
ones given in (16).6

(16) Prosodic means of focus marking (Selkirk 2004)

a. Assignment of pitch accents
b. Assignment of tonal morphemes
c. Demarcation by a prosodic phrase edge
d. Appearance in a higher pitch range
e. Vowel length under main phrasal stress

It has been proposed in the literature to capture all these prosodic means as language-
specific expressions of prosodic prominence (Truckenbrodt 1995, 1999, Selkirk 2004).
With respect to (16-a), pitch accent distribution in Germanic languages is up to today
the best-studied case of focus marking by prosodic means. In English (Selkirk 1984),
German (F́ery 1993, Selkirk 1984, Uhmann 1991), and Dutch (Gussenhoven 1983a) the
distribution of pitch accents in a sentence allows implications about its focus structure. It
is argued that the focused constituent bears a pitch accent. Selkirk (1984, 1995) proposes
that pitch accents are a default reflex of the presentational focus status of a word in English
and that therefore focus in English is not marked by a special pitch accent but by a default
pitch accent. In European Portuguese it is the use of a special pitch accent, namely a
H*+L Foc pitch accent (Frota 2000), that marks the focused constituent.

With respect to (16-b), Bengali is an example of a language that uses tonal morphemes
to indicate the focused constituent. In Bengali, a HFoc phrase-edge tone indicates the
focused constituent (Hayes & Lahiri 1991). In Kinande, a Bantu language spoken in
Eastern Zaire, a L intonational tone follows the completed assertion (Hyman 1990).

With respect to (16-c), some languages use suprasegmental means other than pitch ac-
cents to draw the attention to the focused constituent. The following languages have been
analysed as implementing a prosodic phrase break after the focused constituent. The
phonetic correlates that indicate the prosodic phrase boundaries are language-specific.
In Haya (Byarushengo et al. 1976) and Chichewa (Kanerva 1990, Downing et al. 2004),
Bantu languages spoken in Tanzania and Malawi respectively, information focus is marked
by a prosodic boundary that induces tonal changes. Moreover, Downing et al. (2004) have
shown for Chichewa that prosodic phrase boundaries also explain the observable manipu-

6The list and part of the examples are taken from Selkirk (2004).
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lation of downdrift under focus. L-palatalization in Hungarian is a segmental process that
is sensitive to prosodic phrases. Vogel & Kenesei (1990) show that focus influences the
position of these prosodic boundaries in that a focused constituent is not followed by an
Intonational Phrase boundary. For Shanghai Chinese, the observation that lexical tones
of a word in focus are realized making use of a wider-than-normal pitch range as been
accounted for by prosodic phrases in Selkirk & Shen (1990). The Kwa languages of the
Ivory coast are reported to use a prosodic boundary before the focused constituent (Firmin
& Leben 2003). This is indicated by the blockage of elision and by blocking of low tone
spreading.

With respect to (16-d), the appearance of the focused constituent within a higher pitch
range has been reported for Japanese (Pierrehumbert & Beckman 1988), Hausa (Inkelas &
Leben 1990) and the Kwa languages (Firmin & Leben 2003). In a detailed and controlled
phonetic study, Xu (1999) has shown that in Mandarin Chinese, focus modulates the
global shape of the F0-curve. For the Bantu language Makua, Stucky (1979: 369) reports
that the tone patterns of nouns are influenced by focus in that they shift to low.

With respect to (16-e), Frota (2000) reports for European Portuguese that prosodic
focus marking coincides with vowel length. The same can be said for Chichewa (Kanerva
1990), although also non-focused constituents might show vowel length in this language.

This short literature overview shows the variety of prosodic means to express focus
which are used in the languages of the world. Also within Bantu languages, a range
of different prosodic means has been reported: suprasegmental changes associated with
prosodic phrasing, boundary tones, or the manipulation of downdrift. The prosodic means
for focus marking in Northern Sotho will be investigated in chapter 3 of this thesis.

1.4.3 Morphological marking of focus

Morphological means of focus marking refer to the assignment of a certain morphologi-
cal element to the F-marked constituent or to the constituent that contains the F-marked
constituent. Among the morphological means used in the languages of the world are the
ones given in (17).

(17) Morphological means of focus marking

a. Assignment of a focus affix or particle
b. Verb morphology dependent on the focus status of the verb
c. Nominal affixes dependent on the focus status of the noun

The most prominent work on morphological focus-marking systems, their origin, and
their development has been written on the basis of data from African languages (Heine &
Reh 1983). Drubig & Schaffer (2001) show that morphological focus-marking systems
are by no means restricted to African languages but that they occur in Asian and some
European language as well.

With respect to (17-a), in G̀urùntùm, a Chadic language spoken in Nigeria, a particle
is systematically prefixed onto the focused constituent (Hartmann & Zimmermann 2005).
Also the West African Mandingo cluster is claimed to have systematic in situ insertion
of a focus particle (Bearth 1999, citing Creissels 1983). However, focus particles are far
from showing a simple and direct mapping on the focused constituent in all languages.
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Instead, among particles or affixes that are used for indicating focus, one finds interesting
variation across the languages of the world with respect to the focus they indicate, the
grammatical category they cover and their co-occurrence restrictions. Yukaghir, spoken
on the Kamchatka peninsula in Russia, is a language that has focus marking morphemes
for broad and narrow focus (Gundel 1988, citing Krejnovich 1968). Also Duala and
Tamil differentiate in the marking of narrow and broad focus. Here, the morphologi-
cal focus marker is only employed in narrow focus (Gundel 1988, citing Epée 1976 and
Gair 1980 respectively). Yoruba, a Benue-Congo language spoken in Nigeria, is claimed
to show different focus markers (which are derived from the copula) for presentational
focus and contrastive focus (Bisang & Sonaiya 2000). Somali, a Cushitic language, dif-
ferentiates within the narrow focus marking category between a prefixal morpheme for
the verbal complex and a suffixal morpheme for arguments (Frascarelli & Puglielli 2004,
but see Bearth (1999) for a critical literature review of diverging views of focus marking
in Somali). In other languages, a focus particle appears with the focused constituent in a
certain position: In Quechua, a Peruan language, focus is marked by a particle on a con-
stituent that appears in preverbal position (Gundel 1988, citing Creider 1979). In Gungbe,
a Kwa language of West Africa, and Babine-Witsuwiten, an Athabaskan language, focus
is marked by a particle on a constituent in sentence-initial position (Drubig & Schaffar
2001, citing Aboh 1999 and Denham 1997 respectively).

With respect to (17-b), a borderline case between prosodic and morphological marking
is found in Toura, a Southern Mande language spoken in Ivory Coast (Bearth 1992).
Tone lowering on the verb marks postverbal focus. This strategy equals a morphological
strategy which is most commonly found in African Bantu languages: verb morphology
which is dependent on the focus status of the verb. Bantu languages like Bemba and
Kirundi (Givón 1975), Aghem (Hyman & Watters 1984, Watters 1979), Haya, Makua
(Stucky 1979), Kimatuumbi (Odden 1984), Tswana (Chebanne et al. 1997, Creissels
1996), and Zulu (Doke 1927/1992) among others, show a difference in the segmental
make-up of the verb depending if it is in the scope of focus or not. These languages
vary, however, to the extent to which this difference is present in the verbal paradigm
across tenses and in resulting tonal changes a.o. Whereas in the Southern Bantu languages
(Tswana-Sotho, Nguni) the differentiation only exists in the Present and perhaps Perfect
Tense, it is more wide-spread in the verbal paradigm of the more northern Bantu languages
(Givón 1975, Hyman & Watters 1984, see Güldemann 1996, 2003 for an overview).

The only non-African language for which a similar pattern has been reported is Chin,
a Tibeto-Burman language (Drubig & Schaffar 2001, citing Osborne 1975: 71ff). In
Chin, the use of primary and secondary verb stems is reported to have implications for
the information structural status of the verb.

With respect to (17-c), again mainly reported for Bantu languages, one finds the use
of special nominal forms reflecting the information status of this constituent. One exam-
ple is the use of the ‘out-of-focus’ determiner in Aghem, a Grassfields Bantu language
spoken in Cameroon (Watters 1979, Hyman & Watters 1984). Another example is the use
of the so-called augmented nominal forms in some Bantu languages (see e.g. Meinhof
1948: 68f). The addition of a pre-prefix has consequences for the semantic interpreta-
tion with respect to definiteness. As there is a relation between definiteness and focus,
these nominal markers could very well, in some languages, be interpreted as (anti-)focus
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marker.
This short literature overview shows the variety in morphological means of focus

marking found in the languages of the world. For the Bantu languages, mainly verb
morphology has been reported as a morphological cue to the information packaging of
the sentence. The morphological expression of focus in Northern Sotho wil be dealt with
in section 2.5.

1.4.4 Syntactic marking of focus

Syntactic means of focus marking refer to the assignment of a certain syntactic structure
to the F-marked constituent or to the constituent that contains the F-marked constituent.
Among the syntactic means used in the languages of the world are the ones given in (18).

(18) Syntactic means of focus marking

a. Use of cleft sentences
b. Syntactic dislocation of the focused constituent

One wide-spread syntactic structure that is used for focus is the cleft-construction. The
cleft-construction is exemplified for English in (19).

(19) Cleft sentence in English
It was a hat that Mary bought.

The cleft structure in English is characterized by a matrix clause containing a copula as
well as the focused constituent being followed by a relative clause that states the presup-
position.

In descriptions of focus strategies in the languages of the world, cleft sentences are
often characterized by the simultaneous occurrence of syntactic displacement and the
occurrence of a ‘focus particle’ (which can often be reconstructed as the copula) as well
as relative clause morphology on the verb. Cleft sentences have to be treated with care
when describing the syntactic means a language uses for marking focus. It has to be
differentiated if cleft sentences are an obligatory focus-marking strategy or if they co-exist
with e.g. in situ structures. Only in the former case they are interesting for a typological
overview, as one can assume that every language can create sequences of copula and
relative clause. Furthermore, the cleft strategy might imply additional semantic meaning
(see e.g.́E. Kiss 1998 for Hungarian and English).

For some Bantu languages, it has been argued that the copula underwent grammatical-
ization towards a focus particle. Though the ex situ focus structures can be reconstructed
as being derived from sequences of copula and relative clause (see Heine & Reh 1983),
it has been argued that synchronically these structures can better be described as syntac-
tic displacement in connection with a morphological focus marker (e.g. Bergvall 1987,
Schwarz 2003 for Kikuyu, Sabel & Zeller, to appear, for Nguni). Section 5.1 deals with
these questions for Northern Sotho.

A second syntactic strategy to mark focus is to reserve a certain syntactic position for
the focused constituent without other changes in sentence structure (such as relativiza-
tion in cleft sentences). Languages that employ this strategy are known as discourse-
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configurational languages (seeÉ. Kiss 1995a for an overview).
Among the languages that show a sentence-initial focus position are Basque (Primus

1993, citing Saltarelli 1988), Georgian (Primus 1993, citing Harris 1982), Standard Ara-
bic (Drubig & Schaffar 2001, citing Ouhalla 1993: 277), Greek (Morimoto 2000, citing
Tsimpli 1995), Yagua (Morimoto 2000, citing Payne 1990), and Toura (Bearth 1992).

Languages that show a preverbal focus position are Hungarian (É. Kiss 1998), Turkish
(Erguvanli 1984), Tamil (Morimoto 2000, citing Herring & Paolillo 1995), and Korean
(Morimoto 2000, citing Choe 1995).

Among the languages that show an immediately postverbal, verb-adjacent focus po-
sition are the Chadic languages Podoko and Western Bade (Tuller 1992), the Grassfields
Bantu language Aghem (Watters 1979, Hyman & Watters 1984), the Bantu language
Chichewa (Mchombo 2004: 94), and the Khoisan language JuŠ‘hoan (G̈uldemann 2004).

Among the languages that are reported to show a sentence-final focus position are
Italian (Zubizaretta 1998, Samek-Lodovici 2005), the Chadic languages Tangale and
Kanakuru (Tuller 1992) and the Bantu language Dzamba (Bokamba 1976). Krifka (1985:
28) reports that in double object constructions in Swahili postverbal word order is deter-
mined by focus in that it is the focused constituent that appears clause-finally.

This short literature overview shows the variety found in the languages of the world
in what concerns the syntactic means of focus marking. For the Bantu languages, a syn-
tactic focus position has been proposed in the literature for some languages. Chapter 2
investigates syntactic focus positions for Northern Sotho.

1.4.5 Summary: Interaction

The overview of the grammatical means of focus marking used in the languages of the
world shows first, that the notion of focus has linguistic relevance as it has direct influence
on grammar in many languages of the world. Second, the huge variety of focus marking
devices becomes clear. Sometimes the grammatical means of different grammatical areas
even interact with each other. Third, the studies carried out for Bantu languages, though
relatively small in number, show that focus marking can be found in phonology, mor-
phology, and syntax. A thesis dealing with the expression of focus in a Bantu language
therefore has to investigate all three areas before making a general statement about focus
marking in that language.

Though the presentation of grammatical marking of focus in the languages of the
world in the preceding subsections suggests that every language uses either one or the
other means, this turns out not to be always the case. Different grammatical areas may
interact at least twofold in the expression of focus: either a language has means from
two or more grammatical areas at its disposal which interact more or less independently,
or the use of means of one grammatical area is determined by independent grammatical
considerations.

An example for the first case of interaction can be found in German. Pitch accent as a
prosodic means is the major cue to focus in German. However, word order also provides
cues to focus.

An example for the second case of interaction is the syntactic expression of focus in
Italian and other Romance languages by prosody. Dislocation of the focused constituent
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to clause-final position is a purely syntactic means of focus marking. However, it has been
claimed that the reason for this syntactic marking of focus lies in the prosodic structure
of sentences in Italian in which stress is always clause-final. Focus in Italian is also the
topic of section 1.5.3.

The German and Italian examples of phenomena at the prosody-syntax interface that
manifest themselves in connection with focus show that in order to account for the ob-
servable interaction, a theoretical framework is needed that can model the influence of
grammatical areas onto each other. Optimality Theory is such a framework.7 Its use will
be motivated in the next section as well as its machinery.

1.5 Optimality Theory

Optimality Theory (OT) originated in phonology (Prince & Smolensky 1993) in order to
represent competing tendencies in grammar. It is a formalism of constraint interaction
in Universal Grammar and is therefore also applicable to other areas of grammar. This
section gives an overview of the basic machinery of OT (section 1.5.1) and its application
to syntax (section 1.5.2). As OT is a metatheory for all areas of grammar, it allows to
integrate influences of different origin into one coherent model. The expression of focus
in Italian and English is given as a case study of an interface phenomenon in section 1.5.3.
Apart from modeling interacting tendencies in language, one of the strengths of OT is its
description of individual languages with explanation of language typology. This issue is
adressed in 1.5.4. Section 1.5.5 addresses the use of OT in semantics.

This section cannot give a detailed introduction to OT with all its problematic issues.
For this, the reader is refered to the original work of Prince & Smolensky (1993) as well
as the introductions by Archangeli & Langendoen (1997), Kager (1999), and McCarthy
(2002).

1.5.1 The basic OT-mechanism

Whereas many theories of language are rule-based or transformational in nature, OT is a
comparative theory in that the actual linguistic output is chosen as the optimal member
from a set of competing candidate output forms. The OT-mechanism consists of three
components: the candidate Generator (GEN), the Evaluator (EVAL ), and the universal
constraint set (CON). For every input, the Generator produces a candidate set. The candi-
date set is evaluated against a universal constraint set obeying a language-specific ranking.
The following subsections describe each of the OT-components in detail (the presentation
draws on McCarthy 2002: 3-22).

7Other frameworks model the interaction differently: In Lexical Functional Grammar, syntactic con-
stituents are linked to discourse functions like Topic and Focus (Bresnan 2001); in Principles-and-
Parameters-style theories, the discourse notion is introduced via a corresponding phrase, such as Topic,
Contrastive Topic or Focus, at the (preferably) left periphery (Rizzi 1997, Brody 1990). Also Dynamic
Syntax accounts for interpretative effects with respect to discourse pragmatics (Marten, to appear).
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Input, Generator (G EN), and candidates

The two basic functions of the Generator GEN are to construct candidate output forms
(which can be either words or sentences) and to specify a relation between candidate
output forms and the input. In short, the candidate set produced by GEN contains output
structures which are alternative realizations of the input. The important properties of GEN

are universality and freedom of analysis. GEN is universal which means that the candi-
dates for a given input are the same in every language. It obeys freedom of analysis as the
candidates within the candidate set are very diverse. This freedom of GEN might only be
restricted by primitive structural principles essential in every language. An example is the
limitation to a specific alphabet of distinctive features (in phonology) or to some version
of X-bar theory (in syntax).

In GEN there is no restriction on the size of the candidate set. It is assumed that
GEN incorporates recursive and iterative operations. Therefore, every candidate set from
every input is infinite. The economy in language that excludes repetition of meaningless
elements is not imposed on GEN, but rather follows from constraint interaction.

Candidate comparison in analyses within OT are illustrated by means of tableaus.
While discussing the constituting parts of an OT-analysis in this and the next section, an
example tableau will be schematically filled by the input, candidates, constraints and eval-
uation. A tableau gives a clear view of some of the constraints, candidates and rankings
that are crucial in selecting a candidate as optimal.

The example that is chosen to illustrate how OT-phonology works is syllabification in
English and Arabic (example is taken from McCarthy 2002: 8; for work on syllabification
in English within OT see e.g. Hammond 1999). Languages differ with respect to the
syllabification of a consonant cluster likebr (cf. English ‘alge.bra’ vs. Arabicjab.ri
‘algebraic’). GEN produces competing candidates that differ along the dimension of the
syllabification of the consonant cluster, leaving the choice of the right one to the language-
particular rankings in the constraint hierarchy H.

In a tableau, the left upper cell is always reserved for the input. The leftmost column
shows in rows the different candidates created by GEN, one of which is optimal. As GEN

creates an infinite number of candidates, not all candidates are shown in the tableau but
only those that are most relevant for the current analysis. This is schematized in tableau
1, and specified for syllabification in tableau 2.

Tableau 1: Representation of input and candidates
input

candidate a
candidate b
candidate c

Tableau 2: Syllabification: input and candidates for English and Arabic
algebra/ jabri

a. alge.bra/ ja.bri
b. algeb.ra/ jab.ri
c. algebr.a/ jabr.i
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Constraints (CON), constraint hierarchy (H), and Evaluator (EVAL )

Output candidates, which are created by GEN, are then compared among each other
by applying a hierarchy of violable constraints. Constraints encode restrictions on the
output. They therefore assess the form of a candidate and its relationship to the input.
Two basic types of constraints are distinguished in OT: faithfulness and markedness con-
straints. Faithfulness constraints require identity between the input and the output can-
didate. Markedness constraints favor certain structural configurations in the output can-
didate over others (e.g. syllables with onsets over syllables without onsets, or accusative
objects over dative objects).

Constraints of both types are necessary: Without faithfulness constraints, all distinc-
tions made by input forms would be reduced to some least-marked output. Without
markedness constraints, there would be no way to account for languages differing system-
atically in the structure they permit. The interaction between faithfulness and markedness
constraints forms the basis of an OT-analysis.

Apart from bare structural primitives which are implemented in GEN, all constraints in
OT are violable. The basic assumption is that all constraints are universal and universally
present in the grammar of all languages. They might be located in a constraint component
CON in Universal Grammar. Differences between languages do not pose a problem for
the assumption of constraint universality because of the violability of constraints.

The constraints relevant for the analysis of syllabification in English and Arabic are
given in (20). They are all markedness constraints, i.e. they evaluate the structure of the
output with respect to syllabification. As there is no information on syllabification present
in the input, there are no faithfulness constraints on syllabification. Language-specific
syllabification results from the language specific-ranking of these universal constraints.

(20) Constraints for syllabification

a. ONSET

‘Syllables have onsets.’
Violated for every onsetless syllable.

b. *COMPLEXONSET

‘Onsets consist of one consonant.’
Violated once for every further consonant in the onset.

c. *CODA

‘Syllables do not have codas.’
Violated once for every consonant in the coda.

The constraints in (20) are representative for the formulation of constraints in OT. Con-
straints often encode cross-linguistic tendencies, e.g. that syllables tend to have onsets
cross-linguistically but disprefer codas. Exceptions from these tendencies can be ac-
counted for through interaction of constraints.

Whereas the constraints themselves are simple and general, they may come into con-
flict with each other, and these conflicts are resolved through hierarchical ranking of con-
straints. Ranking consists of domination: of two constraints, either A dominates B or B
dominates A. The effect of a certain constraint in a certain language is therefore deter-
mined by its ranking in relation to other constraints.
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The grammar of a language is a specific ranking of the set of universal constraints.
Differences among languages are explained by language-particular rankings in OT. Can-
didates differ inevitably in performance on various constraints. Constraints can, in prin-
ciple, be ranked in any order. Ranking of two constraints in a language is determined
through a ranking argument, i.e. a ‘proof’ that one constraint dominates the other in the
language-specific hierarchy (written C1 �C2, whereby Cx refers to constraints).

In tableaus, constraints are given in the uppermost row in domination order from left
to right. The individual cells show the violation marks (*) incurred by each candidate
relative to each constraint. A fatal violation is marked by an exclamation mark. Cells that
refer to irrelevant comparisons of constraints and candidates because of a fatal violation,
are shaded in grey. The optimal candidate is indicated by the pointing finger. This is
exemplified by discussing tableau 3.

Tableau 3: Constraints, violations, winning candidate
input C1 C2

a. ☞ candidate a *
b. candidate b *!
c. candidate c **!

In tableau 3, C1 and C2 conflict in their evaluation of three candidates. C1 prefers candi-
date (a) and (c), whereas C2 prefers candidate (b). As candidate (a) is the observed output
candidate, the conflict is resolved by ranking C1 above C2. Of two candidates the more
optimal is the one that performs better on the highest-ranked constraint that distinguishes
between them. Because candidate (c) violates C2 one time more often than candidate
(a) does, candidate (a) is the winner, i.e. the most optimal output. The candidate that
best satisfies or minimally violates the set of ranked constraints is considered the optimal
output for a given input structure. Only the optimal structure is grammatical. Because
constraints are violable, the output typically disobeys at least some of the lower-ranked
constraints. This is also the case in tableau 3. The winning candidate (a) violates (the
low-ranked) constraint C2.

The data of syllabification in English show that the output form that displays a com-
plex onset emerges as the winner, when compared to to candidates that show no coda.
Therefore, given the constraints in (20), *CODA must be ranked above *COMPLEXONSET.
The analysis is exemplified in tableau 4. The ranking of the constraint ONSET cannot be
assessed by the data presented in tableau 4. It is therefore left out.

Tableau 4: Syllabification in English
algebra *CODA *COMPLEXONSET

a. ☞ alge.bra *
b. algeb.ra *!
c. algebr.a *!*

In Arabic, on the other hand, we find a different ranking, yielding a different syllabifi-
cation in the winning candidate. Here, *CODA is ranked below *COMPLEXONSET and
ONSET. Although the winning candidate violates the constraint *CODA by having /b/
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in the coda of the first syllable, this violation is not fatal. The absolute ranking between
*COMPLEXONSET and ONSET cannot be assessed by the data sample given in tableau 5.
This is indicated by the dotted line.

Tableau 5: Syllabification in Arabic
jabri *COMPLEXONSET

... ONSET *CODA

a. ja.bri * ... *
b. ☞ jab.ri * ... *
c. jabr.i ** ... * **

The example shows that with three constraints that are relevant for syllabification cross-
linguistically, the language-specific syllabification pattern of English and Arabic can be
derived via re-ranking of the constraints.

1.5.2 OT in syntax

From the original work of Prince & Smolensky (1993) the OT-framework has first been
transferred to syntax in Grimshaw (1997), Pesetsky (1997), and Speas (1997).8 Among
the problem first approached in OT-syntax wasdo-support in English (see Speas 1995,
Grimshaw 1997) which since then serves as a textbook example for the application of OT
in syntax and is also used in the current section as a case study. Müller & Sternefeld (2001)
argue that Grimshaw (1997), Pesetsky (1998) and Legendre et al. (1998) are the three
most influential analyses in optimality-theoretic syntax, and a majority of succeeding
analyses within OT-syntax refers back to at least one of these works.

The main argument for transferring the theoretical framework of OT to syntax is that
the idea of optimality rather than strict rules is prevalent in all areas of grammar. In
their introduction Barbosa et al. (1998) give the Gricean conversational maxims (Grice
1975/1989) as an example for the principle of optimality in pragmatics. For example,
according to the Gricean maxim of Quantity (see also section 2.4.1), the speaker must use
the most relevant proposition in a given context. From a given set, the best proposition as
measured by degree of relevance is chosen.

Furthermore, it has been argued that the principle of optimality is also present in
Chomsky’s treatment ofdo-support in English (Chomsky 1991). Speas (1995: 638-641)
shows not only that the restrictions from Chomsky’s analysis concerningdo-support in
English can be directly implemented into an optimality-theoretic analysis, but also that
the terminology of violability and ordered restrictions is already inherent in Chomsky’s
analysis.

By making use of the theoretical framework developed for phonology, work in OT-
syntax implements the principle of optimality in syntax. However, a number of problems
arise in the process of this implementation. First, as the formal theory of OT is only a
metatheory, it is used with different substantive theories of syntax, such as Government
& Binding Theory, Lexical Functional Grammar, and the Minimalist Program. Second,
because of the diversity of the substantive theories and the complexity of the problems

8For an introduction to OT-syntax see Boersma et al. (2000), Müller (2000), Legendre (2001).
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tackeld, there is little consensus about the structure of the input and the candidate set.
Third, just as in phonology, the critical question for every analysis remains how the con-
straints are motivated. These issues are addressed in more detail below.

A case study of OT in syntax:do-support in English

Do-support in negation is obligatory in English if negation occurs above the main verb
and no auxiliary is present, as in (21-a, b). In positive declarative sentences,do-insertion
is excluded, as shown in the examples in (21-c, d).

(21) Do-support in English negation

a. *Mary not left.
b. Mary did not leave.
c. Mary left.
d. *Mary did leave.9

Consequently,do is possible only when it is necessary, i.e. when it is the only possibility
to save the sentence.Do-insertion in negated declaratives in English represents one in-
stantiation of a ‘last-resort’ phenomenon that Optimality Theory is especially successful
at modeling.

The illustration of the optimality-theoretic analysis presented here follows Grimshaw
(1997). Whereas Speas’s (1995) objective is to translate the Chomskian analysis into an
optimality-theoretic approach, Grimshaw (1997) proposes an own analysis that deviates
in some points from Chomsky’s original proposal. The difference between Grimshaw’s
and Chomsky’s/Speas’ analysis is that in the former the necessity ofdo-insertion in nega-
tion is explained by case-requirements, whereas in the latter analysis it is explained by
government of traces.

Grimshaw (1997) motivates the constraints in (22) for her analysis:

(22) Constraints fordo-insertion

a. NO LEXICAL HEAD MOVEMENT (NO-LEX-MVT)
‘A lexical head cannot move.’
Violated whenever a lexical head has moved.

b. CASE MARKING (CASE)
‘DPs must be Case-marked.’
Violated whenever a DP does not bear case.

c. SUBJECT (SUBJ)
‘Clauses have subjects.’/ ‘The highest A-specifier must be filled by an argu-
ment.’
Violated whenever sentences have no argument in subject position.

d. FULL INTERPRETATION

‘Lexical conceptual structure is parsed.’
Violated whenever there is lexical material in the output that is not present
in the input.

9This example is possible whendid is focused, which is outside the interest of the current problem.
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For the analysis, note has to be taken of the following assumptions that Grimshaw (1997)
makes. First, sentence structure is not uniform: Sentences are minimally VPs (thereby
following the VP-internal subject hypothesis (Larson 1988) which states that subjects are
base-generated in Spec VP-position). However, GEN can create an theoretically infinite
number of functional projections above the VP. Evaluation by the constraints will decide
if the winning candidate contains additional functional structure.

Furthermore, Grimshaw (1997) assumes that ‘not’ is a head and projects its own func-
tional phrase (NegP) above the VP. However, it is crucial to note that ‘not’ is not a head
that has Case-assigning ability. Therefore, if the subject is in the specifier of the NegP,
as in candidate (a) in tableau 6, CASE is violated. On the other hand, if the subject is
in Spec VP, as in candidate (b), CASE is obeyed but SUBJ is violated (assuming that the
specifier position is an A-position). Candidate (d) satisfies both SUBJ and CASE, but at
the cost of a violation of the constraint NO-LEX-MVT since the main verb heads a non-
lexical projection. Candidate (c) violates the constraint FULL -INTERPRETATION since
it contains material in the output (did) that did not exist in the input. However, as this
constraint is ranked below the other constraints CASE, SUBJ, and NO-LEX-MVT, the vi-
olation is not fatal and candidate (c) emerges as winner, showingdo-insertion in negation.
The reasoning is illustrated in tableau 6.

Tableau 6:do-insertion under negation (Grimshaw 1997: 391, tableau 12)

Candidates N
O

-L
E

X
-M

V
T

C
A

S
E

S
U

B
J

E
C

T

F
U

L
L

-I
N

T

a. [NegP Johni not [V P ti left]] *!
b. [NegP not [V P John left]] *!
c. ☞ [IP Johni did [NegP ti not [V P ti leave]]] *
d. [IP Johni leftj[NegP ti not [V P ti tj ]]] *!

The constraint ranking shown in tableau 6 can also account for why in positive declara-
tivesdo-insertion is not allowed. This is shown in tableau 7. Insertion ofdo, as in candi-
date (d), violates the constraint FULL -INT, just as it did in the negated context. However,
as the competing candidate (a) does not violate any of the constraints, the violation of
FULL -INT becomes fatal. The other competing candidates in this tableau, namely (b) and
(c) are string-identical with candidate (a). However, their syntactic structure is different,
and the analysis proposed by Grimshaw judges their syntactic structure as non-optimal:
in candidate (b), the subject DP remains without Case, as nominative case assignment is
assumed to take place in the specifier of a finite head, i.e. either in the specifier of VP
or IP. In (b), there is no finite head within the IP that could assign case to the subject.
In candidate (c), the lexical head of the verb phrase has moved, which is banned by the
high-ranked constraint NO-LEX-MVT.
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Tableau 7: Lack ofdo-insertion in positive declaratives (Grimshaw 1997)
Candidates NO-LEX-MVT CASE SUBJ FULL -INT

a. ☞ [V P John left]
b. [IP Johni [V P ti left]] *!
c. [IP Johni leftj [V P ti tj]] *!
d. [IP Johni did [V P ti leave]]] *!

After having demonstrated in this section how an OT-analysis in syntax works, the follow-
ing three subsections will address basic aspects of the OT-analysis in more detail, namely
the input, the competing candidates, and the constraints. Throughout these sections refer-
ence will be made to the analysis just presented.

The input

The function of the input is to determine the candidate set, since the candidates emitted
by GEN bear a determinate relation to the input form. In OT-phonology, there is compara-
tively little controversy about the input. The input represents the underlying phonological
representation. The input is needed in phonological analyses because it is referred to by
faithfulness constraints that prohibit output candidates to deviate from specifications in
the input.

For OT-syntax, different proposals have been made with respect to how the input
should be structured.10 With respect to structured input of any kind, Archangeli & Lan-
gendoen (1997: 214) raise the objection that it is the role of the constraints to evaluate
the structures that can be associated with inputs. By structuring the input, the constraints
are left with nothing to do except to check for faithfulness violations of input structures.
Structure of the input still needs to leave non-trivial evaluations of output candidates for
syntactic constraints to perform. Whereas it can be easily shown that the input cannot be
totally unstructured, i.e. it cannot be a simple enumeration of lexical items (see Heck et
al. 2002: 355), it is still discussed controversially how much structure is needed in the
input.

Grimshaw (1997) proposes apartially structured input11 that consists of a predicate-
argument structure and specifications about tense and aspect. Crucially, functional cate-
gories are never part of the input, but can be freely generated by GEN. The analysis in
section 1.5.2 has shown the consequences of these assumptions. The winning candidate in
tableau 7 is the structure that consists only of a VP. According to Grimshaw (1997), nom-
inative case assignment takes place in the VP. As there is no further need for functional
projections, the slimmest and therefore most economic syntactic structure represents the
optimal candidate.

Legendre et al. (1998) assume ahighly structured input12. This means that besides
syntactic structure also the logical form of an utterance is encoded in the input. For

10For an overview of issues pertaining to the input in OT-syntax see Archangeli & Langendoen (1997:
200ff), Müller (2000: 14ff) and Heck et al. (2002).

11This term is adopted from Heck et al. 2002.
12Again, the term is taken from Heck et al. 2002.
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their analysis ofwh-questions, Legendre et al. (1998) consequently assume that the input
contains target scope positions ofwh-phrases.

Heck et al. (2002), finally, argue that the input can be dispensed with in OT-syntax.
They argue that in OT-syntax, in contrast to OT-phonology, the input is not referred to by
faithfulness constraints. Seemingly existing faithfulness constraints in OT-syntax, such as
FULL -INT, STAY and PARSE, can be reformulated as constraints on outputs.

The redefinition of FULL -INT, from (22-d), is spelled out as an example. Grimshaw
(1997: 374) introduced FULL -INT in the analysis ofdo-support in English to renderdo-
insertion in positive declaratives non-optimal. This constraint requires that lexical infor-
mation from the input is parsed in the output. It therefore makes crucial reference to the
input and can be characterized as a faithfulness constraint, similar to the standard MAX -
IO in phonology that requires structure from the input to be present in the output. Heck et
al. (2002: 364) argue that ifdo is not assumed to be present in the input, the same result
can be reached by the redefinition of the constraint as in (23), which makes no reference
to the input and is therefore no faithfulness constraint.

(23) FULL -INTERPRETATION

‘Expletives are not allowed.’

The reason why according to Heck et al. (2002:372 ff) OT-syntax can do away with the
input in contrast to OT-phonology, is that whereas syntax is a structure-preserving system,
phonology is not.

The range of assumptions presented above show that in OT-syntax a widely accepted
definition for the input is missing. Rather, where necessary, specifications are made and
motivated. Where the structure of the input does not lead to different predictions concern-
ing the optimal candidate, the input is often not further specified.

In the analysis proposed in chapter 4 of this thesis, I follow, on the one hand, Grimshaw
(1997) in assuming a syntactically structured input. The input contains the verb as a lexi-
cal head with its argument structure and an assignment of lexical heads to its arguments.
Thereby nominal constituents are encoded as subjects and objects in the input (Grimshaw
1997). On the other hand, constituents in the input may bear the morphosyntactic feature
F which indicates their discourse status as focused constituents (Grimshaw & Samek-
Lodovici 1998). I thereby follow Legendere et al. (1998) in assuming a specified logical
form in the input as well. The reason why the morphosyntactic F-feature pertains to the
logical form is that both its presence and its scope are relevant for the semantic inter-
pretation with respect to alternatives (see section 1.2.3). Thereby, the F-feature closely
resembles thewh-pronoun in Legendre et al.’s analysis (1998). A second reason for the
need of morphosyntactic features in the input besides their influence on semantic interpre-
tation is the observable interaction with syntax: A constituent bearing an F-feature cannot
appear in subject position in Northern Sotho. This proposal will be discussed in detail in
chapter 4.

Closely related to the issue of the input is the candidate set, as GEN creates the set of
competing candidates from the input. Assumptions about the input therefore have conse-
quences for the resulting candidate set. This issue is addressed in the next subsection.
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The candidates

As GEN generates candidates on the basis of the input, assumptions about the input have
consequences for the resulting candidate set. In phonology, the concept of Richness of
the Base (ROTB, Prince & Smolensky 1993) ensures that the structure of the input does
not bias the analysis. ROTB says that there are no language-particular restrictions on the
input, no linguistically significant generalizations about the lexicon, no principled lexical
gaps, no lexical redundancy rules, no morpheme structure constraints, or similar devices
(see McCarthy 2002: 70 and references therein).

As seen above, in OT-syntax the input is assumed to be structured in substantially
different ways which results in different candidate sets for a given input. Grimshaw (1997:
376) assumes that the candidates are merely syntactic realizations of the input structure.
She thereby implies non-distinct logical forms for all candidates. In the case study from
section 1.5.2, the candidates in tableaus 6 and 7 all realize the same predicate-argument
structure and all have the same logical form. Heck et al. (2002: 360) argue that in such
an approach the concept of input is weakened: Though the logical form is not part of
the input in Grimshaw’s analysis (1997), the candidate set is defined with reference to
properties which are not present in the input.

In Legendre’s et al. (1998) approach the input is highly structured. Under the view
that the logical form is part of the input, there will be candidates in the candidate set that
are unfaithful to this aspect of the input, as unfaithful candidates are contained in any
candidate set.

The proposal advanced by Heck et al. (2002), namely to dispense with the input in
OT-syntax, meets the objection that the input is necessary to define the candidate set. For
the generation of candidates, they therefore propose an input-independent definition of
candidates, which might crucially require the sameness in logical form (Heck et al. 2002:
footnote 16).

OT-syntax has received much criticism for the inconsistencies pertaining to the input
and the resulting candidate set. The argument is that, as there is no consensus on the
input and as the input guides the output, OT-analyses run the risk of becoming trivial by
exploiting the strategy ‘The input depends on the phenomenon under discussion’.

From the assumptions that I made above concerning the input, the following char-
acteristics of the candidate set follow: The candidate set contains syntactic realizations
of the given input. GEN produces unconstrained outputs that conform to X-bar theory
but which can include e.g. additional functional structure. This additional functional
structure is created to the left and to the right, which becomes important for left- and
right-dislocation. GEN also generates functional heads that do not appear in the input
(Grimshaw 1997). Just as GEN creates syntactic structure that diverges from the input, it
also creates logical forms that are distinct from the input (next to logical forms which are
faithful to the input). The reason is that faithfulness constraints do not only apply to the
syntactic structure but also to the semantic structure (LF). Therefore, candidates can be
unfaithful with respect to both parameters.
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The constraints

Constraints in OT are not merely solutions to language-particular problems. They are
claims about Universal Grammar with rich typological consequences. The basic architec-
ture of OT states that constraints are universal, violable and hierarchically ordered. Two
basic types of constraints can be distinguished: faithfulness constraints and markedness
constraints. Faithfulness constraints require identity between the input and the output,
whereas markedness constraints evaluate the form of the output and favor certain struc-
tural configurations over others. Both types of constraints are needed in the evaluation of
an input. Without faithfulness constraints, all distinctions made by input forms would be
reduced to some least-marked output. Without markedness constraints, there would be no
way to account for languages differing systematically in the structures they permit.

In phonology, some fairly specific faithfulness constraints have been argued to be
needed, each of which militates against a particular kind of discrepancy in input and
output. In syntax, no consensus on the form of faithfulness constraints has been arrived
at, with Heck et al. (2002) even arguing against an input at all. The most basic faithfulness
constraints in OT-phonology are MAX -IO and DEP-IO. They assign violation marks for
every element that is present in the input but not in the output (DEP-IO) or vice versa
(MAX -IO). An example of a faithfulness contraint in OT-syntax is the constraint FULL -
INTERPRETATION, as discussed above. Another recurrent example is the constraint STAY ,
given in (24).

(24) STAY (Grimshaw 1997)
‘Trace is not allowed.’
Violated once for every trace.

A subtype of the constraint in (24) is NO-LEXICAL -MOVEMENT, which was used in the
analysis ofdo-support in English earlier this section. Both constraints compare the output
to the input and assign a violation mark for every trace that is present in the output.

Markedness constraints are constraints that for their evaluation refer to the output
only. Basically, a markedness constraint in OT is any constraint that assigns violation
marks to a candidate based solely on its output structure (McCarthy 2002: 14). Thereby,
the notion of markedness in OT differs from the Praguan School-concept of markedness,
where markedness is about divergence from the neutral, natural, or most expected.

Whereas faithfulness constraints are unique to the framework of OT and are natu-
rally limited in their formulation by relating the output to the input, the formulation of
markedness constraints proves to be more intricated. Often, markedness constraints re-
mind of ideas and approaches familiar from other linguistic theories. In the example of
do-support in English, the constraint CASE, (22-b), is reminiscent of the case require-
ment in Chomsky (1981). The constraint SUBJECT, (22-c), corresponds to the Extended
Projection Principle (EPP, Chomsky 1982, 1995: Chapter 4), that requires sentences to
have subjects. And the constraint FULL INTERPRETATION, (22-d), finds its counterpart
in Chomsky (1986).

However, constraints in OT do not simply state what is forbidden and what is required
in a language. As constraints are claims about universal grammar with typological conse-
quences, there are certain rules for constraint formulation.
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First, descriptive universals are often found as constraints (McCarthy 2002: 40). The
constraint SUBJECT is one such example. It has been observed cross-linguistically that
sentences tend to have subjects. Formulating this observation as a violable constraint in
OT, allows to account for the universal tendency, but at the same time also for exceptions
to this tendency (by constraint interaction). The formal status (in form of constraints) of
the otherwise vague notion of cross-linguistic tendency results in incorporating functional
generalizations into OT. In theories stating inviolable constraints, the exceptions can only
be captured by ‘escape’-clauses.

Second, there is assumed to be internal structure in the universal constraint set CON

(McCarthy 2002: 17) in the form of abstract formula for constructing constraints of a
certain type, also termed constraint schemata. One example for a constraint schema is
ALIGN, a template for constraints that refer to the edges of constituents. ALIGN will
be discussed in more detail in the case study in section 1.5.3, and is also needed for the
relation between syntactic and prosodic structure which is discussed in chapter 3. Another
example for a constraint schema is harmonic alignment, which goes from substantive
universal scales to universally fixed constraint rankings. This constraint schema will be
addressed in detail in section 4.3.

OT at the interface

The general architecture of OT and its successful application to both phonology and syn-
tax suggest to apply this theoretical framework also to linguistic phenomena at interfaces
of grammatical disciplines which deal with conflicting tendencies. Such interfaces are
e.g. syntax interacting with different aspects of semantics, such as theta-hierachy or per-
son hierarchy (Aissen 1999), or, which is of direct relevance for this thesis, information
structure interacting with the prosody and the syntax of a language.

Aissen (1999) gives an example for the application of OT to a phenomenon at the
interface of semantics/syntax. She proposes a formal treatment of Silverstein’s (1976)
association of semantic role with person/animacy. On a scale ranging from first and sec-
ond person over various subcategories of third person (going from pronoun over human
to inanimate), elements on the upper end are in the unmarked case associated with agents
of transitive verbs according to Silverstein’s claim. Elements of the lower end, i.e. inan-
imates, are associated with patients in the unmarked case. Aissen (1999) proposes to
capture this insight by harmonically aligned prominence scales. She adopts prominence
scales relating to person, semantic role and syntactic relation which have been proposed
in previous literature, and brings them into alignment following the scheme of harmonic
alignment (see also section 4.3).

The influence of information structure on prosody and syntax has been a topic of much
research in recent years (e.g. Truckenbrodt 1995, Samek-Lodovici 2005). All studies car-
ried out within the OT-framework uniformly assume syntactic structure in the input as
well as a morphosyntactic F-feature that indicates the focused constituent (see e.g. Truck-
enbrodt 1995, Grimshaw & Samek-Lodovici 1998, Samek-Lodovici 2005). Furthermore,
syntactic and prosodic constraints evaluate the output. Crucially, an interface constraint
evaluates the relation of prosody and focus. It is discussed controversially how the con-
straints established apply. Szendröi (2001) proposes that the syntactic and prosodic con-
straints apply in blocks, whereas Samek-Lodovici (2005) explicitly assumes that prosodic
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and syntactic constraints intermingle.

1.5.3 A case study for OT at interfaces: Focus in English and Italian

English, German, and the Romance languages have fairly similar intonational and syn-
tactic properties. Both English and Italian are head-initial SVO languages where stress is
rightmost in focus-neutral sentences. The parallel behavior in non-subject focus in these
languages is exemplified in (25).

(25) Context question: What happened?

a. English
[John hasLAUGHED]F

b. Italian
[Gianni haRISO]F
‘John has laughed.’

The verb in the example in (25) is focused, which is indicated by the preceding context
question. In both languages, it appears rightmost which is the position where it receives
sentential accent.

Whereas focus on non-subjects behaves parallelly in languages like English and Ital-
ian, cross-linguistic differences emerge when considering subject focus. Focus on the
subject in these languages is illustrated in (26). In the English example in (26-a), the sub-
ject is focused in its canonical preverbal position by means of a pitch accent. In Italian,
the focused subject appears in clause-final position also bearing a pitch accent (26-b).

(26) Context question: Who has laughed?

a. English
[JOHN]F has laughed.

b. Italian
Ha riso [GIANNI ]F
‘JOHN laughed.’

Prosodic approach to focus

Focus in English is marked by a pitch accent on the focused constituent (Jackendoff 1972,
Selkirk 1984). This is shown in both (25-a) and (26-a) where the verb and the subject bear
a pitch accent when focused. No further syntactic changes are induced.

The characterization of focus in Italian is discussed more controversially in the litera-
ture. Purely syntactic accounts to focus in Italian, like Belletti & Shlonsky (1995), posit a
clause-final focus phrase or position into which the focused constituent has to be moved.
Work by Zubizaretta (1994, 1998) and Cinque (1993) acknowledge the relation between
prosody and focus in Italian: The position of clause-final focus is related to the position
of main stress in these languages, which is likewise in clause-final position. Because the
focused constituent needs to be stressed, it appears in the canonical position for stress.

Whereas purely syntactic analyses ignore the relation of stress and prominence that
has been established for many European languages, and also overlook the fact that apart



34 CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCTION

from subject focus, English and Italian share basic syntactic and prosodic features, these
aspects can be captured in the approach proposed by Zubizaretta (1994, 1998). Three
interacting aspects can be constituted within the expression of focus: the syntactic re-
quirements of a language, the prosodic requirements of a language, and the necessity of
a prominent focused constituent. Assuming that focused constituents must be stressed
(Jackendoff 1972), languages like English obey syntactic requirements (SVO word order)
rather than prosodic requirements (rightmost stress). In the case of subjects, this leads to
in situ focusing by means of a pitch accent. Languages like Italian obey prosodic require-
ments (rightmost stress) rather than syntactic requirements. This leads to rightmost stress
on a clause-final subject, thereby violating the canonical word order SVO.

The differences in weighing prosodic and syntactic requirements in order to resolve
conflicts in the expression of focus have been captured by means of various parame-
ters in the literature, e.g. Ladd (1996), [+/- plastic] in Vallduvı́ & Engdahl (1995),
[+/- flexible syntax] in Van Valin (1999), and [+/- prosodic visibility] in Zubizaretta
(1998). However, Samek-Lodovici (2005) argues that a framework as the Minimalist
Program is not an adequate theory for conflict resolution in grammar. The core insights
of Zubizaretta’s work have been reanalysed in the OT-framework by Szendröi (2001)
and Samek-Lodovici (2005) a.o. Within OT, the language-specific differences are seen
as resulting from language-specific ranking of the prosodic, syntactic, and focus-related
constraints involved.

The interaction of constraints in the expression of focus has first been modeled in
OT in Truckenbrodt (1995, 1999) for prosodic phenomena in a variety of typologically
different languages. Of direct relevance for the discussion here is that the relation between
focus and prosody was captured by a constraint, which is given in (27).

(27) FOCUS(Truckenbrodt 1995:11)
‘For any XPf and YP in the focus domain of XPf , XPf is prosodically more
prominent than YP.’

The constraint in (27) captures the generalization going back to Jackendoff (1972) that
focused constituents bear a pitch accent in languages like English. Crucially however,
the constraint does not directly link focus and accent placement, contrary to Jackendoff
(1972). Rather the term prominence, which is used in the description of the constraint
in (27), allows for cross-linguistic variation of prominence and thereby also for cross-
linguistically different prosodic expressions of focus.

In developping an OT-account for focus in Italian and English, Samek-Lodovici (2005)
refers back to the theoretical machinery for the focus-prosody interface established in
Truckenbrodt (1995, 1999). He combines it with the syntactic constraints that are nec-
essary to account for the differences of focus in English and Italian. The OT-analysis
for focus in English and Italian is illustrated in the following two sections, presenting
the analysis proposed in Samek-Lodovici (2005). Further OT-accounts of focus-syntax
in other languages are Gutiérrez-Bravo (2002), B̈uring & Gutiérrez-Bravo (2002) for En-
glish, Spanish and German; Büring (2001a, 2001b, 2004) for German; Szendröi (2001)
for Italian, Samek-Lodovici (2005) for Italian, English, and French. Analyses have also
been proposed for Bengali (Truckenbrodt 2002b, Selkirk 2004, Samek-Lodovici 2005).
Apart from the languages investigated the analyses differ in the constraints used.
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Focus in English

The examples in (25) and (26) have shown that in English the focused constituent ap-
pears in its canonical syntactic position and bears a pitch accent. With respect to the
three interacting tendencies, one can conclude that English obeys the requirement that
the focused constituent is prominent, and the syntactic requirements that favor SVO word
order. However, in order to follow these requirements it has, in certain environments like
subject focus, to violate the prosodic requirement that stress is rightmost in English. In
an optimality-theoretic account this is captured by the interface constraint and syntactic
constraints dominating the prosodic constraints.

The interface constraint for the influence of focus on grammar has been presented in
(27). The syntactic constraints for an account of focus in English have been introduced
already and are repeated in (28) for convenience.

(28) Syntactic constraints for focus in English

a. STAY (‘No traces.’)
b. SUBJ (‘Clauses have subjects.’)

These syntactic constraints can be regarded as fairly uncontroversial in syntactic OT-work,
as has emerged from their discussion in section 1.5.2.

Constraints pertaining to prosodic structure have not been discussed so far. The anal-
yses in Truckenbrodt (1995, 1999) and Samek-Lodovici (2005) follow the view that
has emerged in the literature over the last twenty years (Selkirk 1984, 1995, Halle &
Vergnaud 1987, Hayes 1995 a.o.), that prosodic structure is organized into a hierarchy of
prosodic constituents. At above-word-level, this prosodic hierarchy consists of Phonolog-
ical Phrase (PP)13, the Intonation Phrase (IP), and the Utterance Phrase (UP) (see chapter
3 for cross-linguistic characteristics of these constituents). The constituent which is of
interest here is the Intonation Phrase. In the representation of the bracketed grid (Halle
& Vergnaud 1987), which is adopted by Truckenbrodt (1995, 1999) and Samek-Lodovici
(2005), round brackets indicate the boundaries of a prosodic constituent, whereas the head
of each constituent is represented by a grid mark x.

As shown by the example in (29), roughly each lexical item corresponds to a Phono-
logical Word headed by the most prominent syllable. Phonological Words are parsed into
Phonological Phrases headed by the most prominent Phonological Word (as the example
sentence consists of only two words, these last two layers coincide in (29)). Phonological
Phrases are in turn grouped into Intonation Phrases headed by the most prominent Phono-
logical Phrase (again, this and the next higher level of Utterance Phrase coincide in (29)).
The prosodic structure of the sentence in (25) and (26) therefore has the representation
given in (29).

13The phrases relating to a specific layer of the Prosodic Hierarchy are given in capital letters.
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(29) Prosodic structure in English and Italian
( x) Utterance Phrase (UP)
( x) Intonation Phrase (IP)
( x) ( x) Phonological Phrase (PP)
( x) ( x) Phonological Word (PWd)
John LAUGHED.
Gianni haRISO.

The size of the Phonological and Intonation Phrases is determined by constraints re-
ferring to the phonology-syntax interface, such as the ALIGN-constraints proposed in
Selkirk (1986, 1995) or the WRAP-XP constraint in Truckenbrodt (1995, 1999). Those
constraints have not been discussed here because they are of no direct relevance for the
analysis. They will be introduced in detail in chapter 3. However, the position of heads
within the prosodic constituents is important. The position of heads in prosodic structure
is subject to alignment constraints which, in English and Italian, require prosodic heads to
occur rightmost (see also Prince 1983, Nespor & Vogel 1986). Their formulation follows
the format of alignment constraints in McCarthy & Prince (1993). Alignment constraints
demand that edges of constituents coincide. The constraint relevant for English and Ital-
ian in (30) e.g. says that every IP-head (i.e. the most prominent Phonological Phrase) is
final in an Intonation Phrase.

(30) ALIGN (IP, R, Head (IP), R) (H-I)
‘Align the right edge of every Intonation Phrase with its head.’
Violated once for every position separating the head from the right edge of the
prosodic phrase.

Thereby, the appropriate ranking of the constraint in (30) can account for rightmost stress
in English and Italian.14

In English, sentential stress matches the position of the focused constituent even if this
means that main stress is not rightmost. This behavior can be accounted for by ranking
the constraint FOCUS as well as the syntactic constraints above the prosodic constraints
that require stress to occur rightmost in English. The analysis is exemplified in tableau 8
(adopted from Samek-Lodovici 2005: tableaus 12-14). The tableau is discussed in what
follows.

Tableau 8: Subject focus in English
focused subject FOCUS SUBJECT H-I

a. ☞ JOHNF laughed *
b. laughedi JOHNF ti *!
c. JohnF LAUGHED *!

Candidate (a) shows canonical word order with the focused subject bearing a pitch accent.
The pitch accent on the preverbal subject violates the constraint governing the position of
prosodic heads. This is shown in (31).

14The alignment constraints referring to lower levels of the prosodic hierarchy have been left out for
reasons of space and readability.
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(31) Prosodic structure of candidate (a)
( x ) Intonation Phrase (IP)
( x ) ( x ) Phonological Phrase (PP)
( x ) ( x ) Phonological Word (PWd)
JOHNF laughed

Candidate (a) obeys the canonical syntactic structure of English and the need for the
focused constituent to be prominent. As the interface-constraint and the syntactic con-
straints are ranked above the prosodic constraint, and the competing candidates violate
these higher-ranked constraints, the violation is not fatal and candidate (a) emerges as the
winner.

Candidate (b) shows deviation from canonical word order in that the subject appears
clause-finally. The clause-final subject bears a pitch accent. In candidate (b), both the
interface constraint of stressing the focused constituent and the prosodic requirement of
having the head of the Intonation Phrase rightmost in its phrase are met by placing the
focused constituent in clause-final position where it receives prominence (see (32)).

(32) Prosodic structure of candidate (b)
( x ) Intonation Phrase (IP)
( x ) ( x ) Phonological Phrase (PP)
( x ) ( x ) Phonological Word (PWd)
laughed JOHNF

Candidate (b) crucially violates the syntactic constraint SUBJ, which requires every sen-
tence to have a subject in SpecIP. As this constraint is ranked above the prosodic constraint
in English, the violation incurred by candidate (b) is fatal.

Finally, candidate (c) shows canonical word order but with the pitch accent on the
rightmost constituent, which is the discourse-old verb. Candidate (c) therefore meets both
the syntactic requirement of SVO word order and the prosodic requirement of rightmost
stress (see (33)).

(33) Prosodic structure of candidate (c)
( x ) Intonation Phrase (IP)
( x ) ( x ) Phonological Phrase (PP)
( x ) ( x ) Phonological Word (PWd)
JohnF LAUGHED

Candidate (c) violates the interface constraint FOCUS because it is not the Phonological
Phrase that contains the focused constituent that projects the head of the Intonation Phrase.

The observation that in English, a focused subject bears a pitch accent and appears in
its canonical position thereby militating against rightmost stress, can be captured by the
ranking given in (34) of the constraints involved.

(34) Constraint ranking in English
FOCUS, SUBJ/STAY �H-I

The following section illustrates how a re-ranking of these universal constraints can ac-
count for the expression of subject focus in Italian.
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Focus in Italian

The examples in (25) and (26) have shown that in Italian, the focused subject also bears
a pitch accent, but does not appear in its canonical position. With respect to the three
interacting tendencies, one can conclude that Italian obeys the interface requirement that
the focused constituent is prominent, and the prosodic requirement that favors rightmost
stress. The position of the focused constituent is matched to the clause-final prominent
position even if this means that the canonical word order SVO is not maintained. In
order to follow the interface and prosodic requirements, Italian has to violate the syntactic
requirement that derives the canonical SVO word order in environments like subject focus.
In an optimality-theoretic account this is captured by the interface constraint and prosodic
constraints dominating the syntactic constraints. This is illustrated in tableau 9 (adopted
from Samek-Lodovici 2005: tableaus 2-4).

Tableau 9: Subject focus in Italian
focused subject FOCUS H-I SUBJ

a. ☞ ha riso GIANNI F *
b. GIANNI F ha riso *!
c. GianniF haRISO *!

Candidate (a) shows the clause-final subject that bears the stress assigned to this position.
(The prosodic structure of candidate (a) corresponds to (32).) It thereby satisfies the
constraint that requires the focus of the sentence to be prominent as well as the prosodic
requirement that stress be rightmost in Italian. However, the syntactic requirement of
having a subject in SpecIP is violated. Because the other candidates violate higher-ranked
constraints, the violation is not fatal, and candidate (a) emerges as winner.

Candidate (b) shows the sentence in canonical word order. The preverbal focused
subject bears a pitch accent, as is the situation in English. (The prosodic structure of
candidate (b) corresponds to (31).) Though this candidates satisfies the constraints on
focus and syntax, it militates against rightmost stress. As this prosodic constraint is ranked
above the syntactic constraint in Italian, the violation is fatal.

Candidate (c) shows the canonical structure in which the accent falls on the rightmost
constituent, which is the non-focused verb. (The prosodic structure of candidate (c) corre-
sponds to (33).) Although this candidate satisfies both the prosodic and syntactic require-
ment, it fails to render the focused constituent the most prominent constituent within the
sentence. As the constraint FOCUS is also ranked above the syntactic constraint favoring
a subject in Italian, the violation is fatal and candidate (c) is excluded from competition.

The observation that under focus, the subject in Italian moves rightward into a position
where it can receive prominence, thereby militating against the canonical word order if
necessary, can be captured by the ranking given in (35) of the constraints involved.

(35) Constraint ranking in Italian
FOCUS, H-I �SUBJ

In sum, the case study has demonstrated how OT can be applied to an interface phe-
nomenon involving focus. The OT approach allows to capture both the similarities as
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well as the differences in the focus grammars of English and Italian.
English and Italian share certain properties concerning syntax (SVO word order) and

prosody (rightmost stress). These similarities emerge from ranking the constraints that
ultimately lead to SVO order and rightmost stress above constraints that derive other word
orders and other stress patterns.

The requirement that focus needs stress leads to conflicts in the grammar of both En-
glish and Italian. It has been shown that OT models the different paths taken by these two
languages by re-ranking of the universal constraints that pertain to prosodic and syntactic
structure.

1.5.4 Factorial typology

The architecture of OT predicts that every permutation in the ordering of the constraints
describes a possible human language.15 This is known as factorial typology (Prince &
Smolensky 1993). Therefore, every proposed constraint needs to be tested for its ty-
pological consequences, as it can engage in ranking permutations and therefore predicts
typologically different languages. If these languages, however, do not exist among natural
languages, the status of the proposed constraint is weakened.

An abstract example is given for a constraint set that is too rich in the typology it
predicts. Even if such a constraint set works for a particular language, its overgenerating
power (profligacy) requires further research. McCarthy (2002: 38f) gives the hypothetical
tableau 10, with the constraints ranked as shown.

Tableau 10:Profligacyillustrated
in A B C D

☞ a. out1 * *
b. out2 *! *
c. out3 *! *

Through factorial typology the following inferences can be drawn, assuming that tableau
10 gives all the relevant information with respect to candidates and constraints:

(36) Predictions by factorial typology

a. There is a language (the one shown in the tableau) where /in/ is mapped
most harmonically to out1.

b. There is a language where /in/ is mapped most harmonically to out2 (if C
dominates A and B).

c. There is a language where /in/ is mapped most harmonically to out3 (if D
dominates B and A dominates C).

If no language of the predicted type (36-c) can be found among the languages of the
world, the overgenerating constraint set needs to be reconsidered by either eliminating
constraints or redefining existing ones so that they assign different violations. For the

15Not every permutation of the constraints necessarily gives an observably different language though.
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analysis in tableau 10, the solution is to eliminate constraint D, as it has no observable
effect anyway.

The grammar of Northern Sotho is among the typological grammars that is predicted
by the constraints presented in the preceding sections and provides an example for the
type of resulting grammar that has not yet been reported before. First, the constraints
motivated for the expression of focus in English and Italian, as discussed above in section
1.5.3, predict a language in which the constraint FOCUS is ranked below the constraints
governing syntactic and prosodic well-formedness. As will be shown in section 3.8.1,
Northern Sotho is of that language type, as focus is not expressed prosodically in the
verbal and postverbal domain.

Second, based on the Northern Sotho data, a constraint is proposed in chapter 4 that
relates to the interface between information structure and syntax. It will be shown that
in Northern Sotho this constraint – that prohibits syntactic subjects to be F-marked – is
ranked above the conflicting constraint SUBJ, that requires every sentence to have a syn-
tactic subject. Because of factorial typology, the opposite ranking is predicted to be a
human language as well, and indeed in languages like English or Chichewa we find that
the constraint SUBJ is ranked above the interface constraint, resulting in an F-marked sub-
ject. The factorial typology and language variation with respect to this interface constraint
is re-addressed in section 4.4.

1.5.5 OT in semantics

In conservative analyses in OT-syntax, the evaluation of an input by means of syntactic
constraints yields the optimization of a syntactic structure with respect to a semantic input.
This is mirrored by the assumption discussed in section 1.5.2 that candidates in OT-syntax
share the same logical form (Grimshaw 1997, Müller 2000).

Hendriks & de Hoop (2001) argue that OT-syntax takes the perspective of the speaker
who wants to express a certain thought optimally in a syntactic structure. OT seman-
tics, on the other hand, takes the perspective of a hearer who is confronted with a certain
syntactic structure and wants to interpret the structure optimally.16 In OT-semantics, the
input is considered to be a well-formed syntactic structure whose theoretically infinite
number of possible interpretations is evaluated. The constraints necessary for the inter-
pretation can, in principle, be the same as for the evaluation of the syntactic structure.
The difference between OT-syntax and OT- semantics lies in the nature of the input forms
and candidates. In OT-syntax the candidates are syntactic structures, in OT-semantics the
candidates are interpretations.

However, for certain phenomena it is standardly assumed that next to information
about argument structure, semantic structure such as focus structure (Grimshaw & Samek-
Lodovici 1998) and scope considerations (Legendre et al. 1998) must be present in the
input as well. Legendre et al. (1998) consequently argue that candidates differ both in
syntactic and semantic structure, as GEN creates an infinite number of candidates. They
admit that faithfulness constraints pertaining to semantic structure are often sufficiently
high-ranked to have no effect on the grammar.

16A similar split of production and comprehension perspective can be found in OT phonology, see
Boersma 1998 and subsequent work.
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Also Blutner (2000) argues that natural language interpretation has to consider both
perspectives simultaneously, both the hearer and and the speaker perspective. He, too,
bases this demand on the structure of GEN. He criticizes that if a unidirectional per-
spective is taken, certain interdependencies cannot be accounted for: In a unidirectional
OT-syntax approach, interpretative preferences remain unaccounted, in a unidirectional
OT-semantics approach, blocking effects remain unaccounted. Blutner (2000) therefore
proposes a bidirectional variant of OT that considers both the form and function perspec-
tive.

The case of cleft sentences in Northern Sotho presents a case study for bi-directional
OT. A brief introduction to the essentials of this approach will therefore be given in chap-
ter 5, when the relevance of cleft sentences for the expression of focus in Northern Sotho
is discussed. The following section now turns to the language under investigation in this
thesis.

1.6 The language Northern Sotho

Northern Sotho is a Southern African Bantu language that belongs to the Sotho-Tswana
family (S30 in Guthrie’s classification (1948)).17 It is one of the eleven official lan-
guages of the Republic of South Africa and is spoken by approximately 3,840,000 speak-
ers (1995 The Economist) in the northern most province (Limpopo Province) of South
Africa. ‘Northern Sotho’ is a geographical term denoting the area where a specific va-
riety of Sotho dialects is spoken (Louwrens et al. 1995). The boundary of the Northern
Sotho area is an imaginary line stretching from Tshwane (Pretoria)18 through Middelburg,
Groblersdal and Lydenburg to Sabie. From Sabie, the lines runs along the Sabie River and
then north through the Bushbucksridge and Klaserie areas, across the Olifants River, then
westwards as far as Makhado (Louis Trichardt), and northwards again as far as Musina
(Messina). From there it stretches westwards to the Botswana border and then southwards
through the Mokopane (Potgietersrus) district, through Bela Bela (Warmbaths) and back
to Tshwane (Pretoria) (Louwrens et al. 1995).

The Northern Sotho speaking area is highlighted in lighter grey in the map in figure 1.

17I am well aware of the fact that the terms ‘Bantu’ and ‘native speaker’ have a pejorative meaning in
South African English and that their use is considered offensive. In lack of alternative terminology that is
precise and established enough I use these terms but distance myself from any negative connotations.

18The names in parentheses refer to the original city names. In the new South Africa (since 1994) many
cities have been renamed.
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Figure 1: The Northern Sotho speaking area in South Africa

The Northern Sotho speaking area is known for its dialectal diversity. Van Wyk (1969)
describes six Northern Sotho dialect clusters comprising approximately 25 dialects which
show different influences from neighboring languages such as Venda, Tsonga, and Swazi.
Among those dialects is Sepedi. It is the standardized dialect used for orthography and in
education and also the dialect described in this thesis. It belongs to the central cluster (van
Wyk 1969). The area in which the Sepedi dialect is spoken is according to Mokgokgong
(1966) roughly located east of the Olifant River, within the triangle formed by Groblersdal
in the South, Lebowakgomo in the North-West and Trichardtsdal in the North-East. The
Sepedi speaking area is highlighted in darker grey in the map in figure 1.

1.6.1 Linguistic studies on Northern Sotho

The commented bibliography by Kosch (1993) provides a very detailed survey of the
description and work on South African Bantu languages with special reference to the
linguistic literature on Northern Sotho up to the date of publication. The current section is
meant to pay tribute to at least some of the seminal work that has been done on Northern
Sotho and furthermore to show that although a substantial body of work on Northern
Sotho exists, there is little work investigating the expression of focus in this language.
The selection of work is of course partly subjective.

The first authoritative grammar book on Northern Sotho appeared in 1876 and was
compiled by Karl Endemann, a missionary from the Berlin Missionary Society. Before
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1876, the language Northern Sotho has received relatively little attention, though the de-
scription of other Bantu languages such as Zulu, Xhosa, Tswana and Southern Sotho was
much more advanced (Kosch 1993: 14). It was due to the detailed description of North-
ern Sotho phonetics and phonology in Endemann’s grammar, that Meinhof (1899) used
Northern Sotho for the reconstruction of Ur-Bantu. K. Endemann (1876, 1901) and C.
Endemann (1916) also ventured into the exploration of tone in Northern Sotho. The first
dictionary indicating tone was edited by K. Endemann in 1911.

From around the 1930s, the situation concerning the grammatical description of Bantu
languages improved in various respects. First, more detailed studies dealing with indi-
vidual grammatical phenomena appeared, e.g. Endemann (1943), Schwellnus (1942),
Trümpelmann (1942) for tonological and phonological aspects of Northern Sotho. Sec-
ond, attention was paid to the dialectal variety of the Sotho speaking area, which was
rather neglected in Endemann’s studies, e.g. Tucker (1929, 1932), Ziervogel (1954), Mok-
gokgong (1966), van Wyk (1969). Third, the approach to the study of Bantu languages
became more structured and theoretical.

One milestone in this respect was the publication of Doke’sTextbook of Zulu Gram-
mar in 1927 (reprinted a.o. in 1992) which had a great impact on South African Bantu
linguistics. His main contribution was an approach to word division based on stress,
and the classification of word categories. The Bantu word was identified based on pho-
netic/prosodic principles, i.e. by ‘one main stress’ (see also chapter 3 for stress in Bantu).
Of all South African Bantu languages though, Northern Sotho seems to have been influ-
enced the least by the Dokeian approach, although some grammars of the neighboring lan-
guages Southern Sotho (Doke & Mofokeng 1957) and Tswana (Cole 1955) were based on
this framework (Kosch 1993: 29). Ziervogel was one of the scholars who deviated from
Dokes prosodic approach to the word in Bantu. His morphological approach to word di-
vision in Bantu is reflected in his grammar on Northern Sotho (Ziervogel et al. 1969 in
English). Van Wyk (1958) investigated all existing approaches to the problem of word
division and proposed an own model. As morphological aspects are not the topic of this
thesis, the approaches of these three well-known scholars in Southern Bantu linguistics
cannot be outlined here.

Some of the more specialized linguistic studies on Northern Sotho consider the in-
fluence of information structure on grammar. Unfortunately, some of the work are either
unpublished Ph.D. theses or/and written in Afrikaans. Therefore, they do not present
themselves to a wider audience. Among the studies pertaining to information structure
in the widest sense are Louwrens (1979a, 1979b 1981a, 1981b, 1982, 1985) and Kosch
(1988). Louwrens (1979a) investigates the information structural status of subjects and
objects and thereby addresses the role of agreement. The main insights are published in
subsequent articles (Louwrens 1981, 1982a). Louwrens (1979b) shows that interrogatives
share the same syntactic restrictions as nouns which present new discourse information.
Louwrens (1981b) treats pronominalization rules within a discourse-pragmatic approach.
Kosch (1988) discusses the status of the so-called Present Tense -a- in Northern Sotho.
This morpheme, which only appears in the Present Tense under certain circumstances,
has sometimes been brought into relation with focus marking on the verb.

The selective presentation in this section is meant to exemplify that a substantial body
of work exists on the description of Northern Sotho. With respect to the grammatical
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expression of information structure, work has been done on agreement and verb mor-
phology. The studies have been carried out using a functional approach, often collecting
data from texts. Prosodic aspects of information structure have not yet been addressed at
all. With respect to the existing studies,topic andemphasishave been established as the
discourse notions that are relevant for the morphosyntax of Northern Sotho.

The thesis contributes to the description of Northern Sotho in that it provides system-
atic data on the expression of focus both in syntax and prosody. Further contributions of
the thesis are with respect to the issue of clefts as focusing strategies (chapter 5), aspects
of phrasal phonology (chapter 3), the syntactic status of the subject marker as well as the
relevance of notion topic for the preverbal subject in Northern Sotho (both in chapter 4).

1.7 Linguistic properties of Northern Sotho

Northern Sotho shows linguistic properties that are common to Bantu languages: It is a
tone language, it is an agglutinative language with basic SVO word order and has a rich
noun class system as well as rich verb morphology. As tone, word order and agreement
are important throughout the thesis, these linguistic properties will be presented in the
following subsections.

1.7.1 Tone

Like most other Bantu languages, Northern Sotho is a tone language that uses changes
in fundamental frequency in order to convey lexical and grammatical meaning. In accor-
dance with other studies on Bantu languages, Northern Sotho is assumed to have a two
tone system whereby only high tones are specified underlyingly and low tones are inserted
by default. Therefore, only high tones are marked throughout the thesis. High tones are
marked by acute. Underlying high tones are marked by underlining. The examples in (37)
show the lexical and grammatical use of tones in Northern Sotho.

(37) a. lexical minimal pairs (Ziervogel & Mokgokgong 1961)
lapá ‘court-yard’ lapa ‘become tired’
bóna ‘(to) see’ bona ‘they’
thápo ‘kernel’ thapo ‘rope’
hlába ‘illegitimate child’ hlaba ‘(to) stab’

b. grammatical minimal pairs (Ziervogel 1969: 134f)
(i) Indicative Participal

re rútá ‘we teach’ ŕe rúta ‘while we teach’
(ii) Subjunctive Habitual

á rúte ‘he should praise’ a rúte ‘he praises
habitually’

Tone is important in this study because its realization is influenced both by syntactic
structure as well as by information structure. Early studies on Bantu languages already
observed that the tonal shape of a word changes with its position in a sentence. Tone on a
word in final position can be different from the tone of the same word in medial position.
Chapter 3 investigates the role of tone in information structure in detail.
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1.7.2 Basic word order

Basic word order in Northern Sotho is SVOX (Heine 1976, Watters 1989). The inflected
verb is the only obligatory element in the sentence. When subject and object NPs are
present, the subject precedes the verb in canonical word order. The object appears postver-
bally, verb-adjacent. Local, temporal and modal adverbials follow the object, as illustrated
in (38).

(38) Mo-šemane
CL1-boy

o
CL1

rekiš-itše
sell-PST

bo-rotho
CL14-bread

maabane
yesterday

toropo-ng.
CL9.town-LOC

‘The boy sold bread yesterday in town.’19

As can be seen in (38), the subject agrees with the verb. In Northern Sotho, subject
agreement is obligatory, like in all Bantu languages. Concordial agreement with the object
is optional. The subject can also follow the whole predicate, as shown in (39).

(39) O
CL1

rekiš-itše
sell-PST

bo-rotho
CL14-bread

maabane
yesterday

toropo-ng,
CL9.town-LOC

mo-̌semane.
CL1-boy

Lit. ‘He sold bread yesterday in town, the boy.’

Other word orders concerning the subject, verb, and object are ungrammatical. This is
exemplified in (40).

(40) a. *O rekišitše mǒsemane borotho.
b. *Borotho o rekǐsitse mǒsemane.

When the object marker is present, as in (41-a), all word orders of subject, verb, and
object are possible, as shown in (41-b,c).

(41) a. Mo-šemane
CL1-boy

o
CL1

bo
CL14

rekiš-itše
sell-PST

bo-rotho.
CL14-bread

b. O bo rekǐs-itše mo-̌semane borotho.
c. Borotho o bo rekǐs-itše mo-̌semane.

In showing free word order when the NP constituent is coreferred to on the verb, Northern
Sotho behaves parallel to Chichewa, Setawana and other Bantu languages (Bresnan &
Mchombo 1987, Demuth & Johnson 1989, Baker 2003). The variability in word order in
those languages is closely tied to agreement, which will be discussed in the next section.

The reason why word order is important for this study is that information structure is
one factor influencing word order in Northern Sotho. Chapter 2 comes back to informa-
tion structure as an influencing factor on word order.

1.7.3 Agreement

Northern Sotho shows the defining characteristics of Bantu languages, namely the rich
noun class system. Every noun belongs to one of 18 noun classes. The noun classes

19Northern Sotho, like Bantu languages in general, lacks an article. The translation therefore corresponds
to the most probable translation.
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appear pair-wise whereby an even class number expresses the singular and an odd class
number the plural. Class membership is indicated by a class prefix. The class prefixn-
of class 9 often initiates severe sound changes. Table 1 shows the noun class prefixes and
provides examples for the respective classes.

Table 1: Noun class prefixes in Northern Sotho (Ziervogel et al. 1969)
noun class noun class prefixes Examples
1 mo- mo-nna ‘man’
2 ba- ba-nna ‘men’
3 mo- mo-lomo ‘mouth’
4 me- me-lomo ‘mouths’
5 le- le-getla ‘shoulder’
6 ma- ma-getla ‘shoulders’
7 se- se-lepe ‘axe’
8 di- di-lepe ‘axes’
9 n- mpša ‘dog’
10 di- di-mp̌sa ‘dogs’
14 bo- bo-tho ‘humanity’

Noun class membership is important not only for the marking of nouns, but also for
agreement. Northern Sotho shows agreement in the nominal and in the verbal domain. In
the nominal domain, the noun of a noun phrase agrees with its modifiers in the respective
noun class features. Examples are given in (42) for different adjective formations.

(42) Noun adjective agreement in Northern Sotho (Ziervogel et al. 1969: 57f)

a. mo-tho
CL1-man

yo
DEM.CL1

a
CL1

lokile-go
be.good-REL

‘a person who is good’, ‘a good person’
b. mo-̌semane

CL1-boy
yo
DEM.CL1

bo-hlale
CL14-wisdom

‘a clever boy’
c. mo-tho

CL1-man
o
CL1

šele
different

‘a strange person’
d. mo-̌semane

CL1-boy
wa
POSS.CL1

ma-atla
CL6-strength

‘a strong boy’

The examples in (42) show ‘adjective’ formation by a verb relative (42-a), by a nominal
relative (42-b), by a enumerative relative (42-c), and by a possessive construction (42-d)
(terminology taken from Ziervogel et al. 1969). All constructions have in common that
the modifying expression agrees with the head noun in its noun class features, which is
class 1 in all examples in (42).

Agreement in the verbal domain is expressed differently depending on the grammati-
cal function of the constituent that triggers agreement. Subject and object agreement will
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be treated in turn.

Subject agreement

In active sentences in Northern Sotho, the constituent that bears the highest thematic role
agrees with the verb and appears canonically in preverbal position. This constituent is
referred to as grammatical or preverbal subject throughout this thesis. The subject agree-
ment morphemes, that appear preceding the verb stem (also called subject markers in this
thesis), are given in table 2 for Northern Sotho. The table shows that, except for class 1, 3,
6, and 9, the noun class prefixes and the subject agreement markers are identical in their
form. For the other classes, one can generalize that the morpheme-initial nasal is dropped.

Table 2: Subject agreement morphemes in Northern Sotho (Ziervogel et al. 1969)
noun class noun class prefixes subject agreement
1/1a mo- o
2 ba- ba
3 mo- o
4 me- e
5 le- le
6 ma- a
7 se- se
8 di- di
9 n- e
10 di- di
14 bo- bo
15 go- go
16, 17, 18 go- go

Examples for subject agreement on the verb are given in (43). The examples show that
the morpheme preceding the verb agrees with the sentence initial subject in noun class
features.

(43) a. Mo-nna
CL1-man

o
CL1

ngwal-ela
write-APPL

ba-sadi.
CL2-woman

‘The man writes to the women.’
b. Ba-sadi

CL2-woman
ba
CL2

ngwal-ela
write-APPL

mo-nna.
CL1-man

‘The women are writing the man.’

All examples are given in Northern Sotho orthography. Northern Sotho orthography is
disjunctive. Therefore the subject marker is written separately (disjunctive) from the verb
(see Louwrens 1991 for an overview over Southern Bantu writing systems).

Concerning the syntactic structure of the subject in Bantu languages, the following
three aspects are uncontroversial in the literature: First, the subject raises from an VP-
internal position. Second, the verb moves from VP-internal position to the head-position



48 CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCTION

of an inflectional phrase where information on tense, mood and aspect (TMA) are added
or checked. Third, agreement between the verb and the subject is not established within
the VP but within the higher functional projection that verb and subject have been moved
to.

Because syntactic analyses have been proposed in different theoretical frameworks
(Lexical Functional Grammar, Government & Binding, Minimalist Program), the analy-
ses differ in technical details, such as the theoretical motivation for both verb- and subject-
movement, or the denomination of the functional phrases involved (e.g. IP, AgrS, or TP).

In the following discussion, I will abstract away from these technical controversies
and concentrate on the more substantial differences between the different approaches.
On the one hand, the issue of the base position of the subject will be discussed, as it re-
occurs throughout the thesis. On the other hand, the controversies concerning the subject’s
landing position and the status of the subject agreement morpheme are presented. There
are three possible configurations for the subject and the agreement marker. I will present
each of these in turn.

Base position The starting position of the subject is claimed to be VP-internally. Evi-
dence for the raising of the subject from an VP-internal position comes from impersonal
constructions. The term impersonal construction is used to refer to constructions that lack
a grammatical subject NP and show invariable agreement on the verb. The examples in
(44) illustrate the structure of impersonal constructions in Northern Sotho: the subject
concordgo is used and the logical subject appears in postverbal position.20

(44) Northern Sotho

a. Go
CL17

fihla
arrive

ba-eti.
CL2-guest

‘There are guests arriving.’
b. Go

CL17
bina
dance

ba-sadi.
CL2-woman

‘There are women dancing.’
c. Go

CL17
šoma
work

ba-nna.
CL2-man

‘There are men working.’

The postverbal constituent in constructions such as (44) will be referred to as subject in
situ throughout the thesis. The use of the term subject is justified as the constituent still
encodes the highest thematic role. (The term ‘logical subject’ is used throughout the thesis
to refer to the constituent encoding the highest thematic role without any implications
abouts it syntactic position.) The impersonal construction appears with both unaccusative
and unergative intransitive verbs, as shown in the examples in (44-a, b), even with clearly
agentive verbs as in (44-c). Thereby Northern Sotho shows an interesting difference to

20The subject concordgo is transcribed as being class 17. It is important to note, however, that Northern
Sotho does not have productive locative class agreement. Therefore,go is also referred to as classless prefix
(Joubert, p.c.). Moreover, it is homonymous with the infinitive prefix of class 15. The transcription ofgoas
class 17 is done following literature on the Southern Sotho and Tswana languages and in phonetic analogy
to Bantu languages that do have productive locative class prefixes.
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locative inversion in Chichewa (Bresnan & Kanerva 1989). Locative inversion is also a
subject inversion construction but is only possible with unaccusative verbs in Chichewa.
Northern Sotho is therein similar to the other Sotho languages (Demuth & Mmusi 1997,
Machobane 1995) and Shona (Harford 1983, 1990) that also allow inversion constructions
with both classes of intransitive verbs.

Impersonal constructions have been excluded for transitive verbs in the Sotho lan-
guages by Demuth & Mmusi (1997), Demuth (1990), du Plessis (1981) and Machobane
(1995).21 However, for Kirundi (Ndayiragije 1999), Xhosa (du Plessis 1981, Visser 1985:
131) and Swati (Nhlanhla Thwala, p.c.), transitive expletive constructions are reported to
be grammatical. Own research suggests that the impersonal construction might be pos-
sible with transitive verbs also in Northern Sotho, with the restriction that only transitive
verbs taking [-human]-objects can occur in these constructions, as in (45-a). The imper-
sonal construction is definitely excluded for transitive verbs taking two [+human]-objects,
as in (45-b), and with ditransitive verbs, as in (45-c).

(45) Transitive expletive construction in Northern Sotho

a. Go
CL17

hlaba
slaughter

malome
CL1.uncle

kgomo.
CL9.cow

‘The uncle is slaughtering the cow.’
b. *Go

CL17
betha
beat

malome
CL1.uncle

ngwana.
CL1.child

Intended: ‘The uncle is beating the child.’
c. *Go

CL17
fa
give

mo-nna
CL1-man

mpša
CL9.dog

di-jo.
CL8-food

Intended: ‘The man is giving food to the dog.’

However, as the judgements of the informants are not consistent, the matter has to await
further research.

In impersonal constructions, as in (44), the subject has not raised to a higher position
but remains in its VP-internal base-position. As the verb raises for independent reasons,
namely to get TMA-features assigned, the resulting structure shows VS-word order. This
is exemplified in (46).

(46) a. Go
CL17

fihla
arrive

ba-eti.
CL2-guest

‘There are guests arriving.’

21According to Demuth & Mmusi (1997) the impersonal construction does not appear with transitive
verbs because this creates competition for a postverbal focus position. The issue of a syntactic focus position
in Northern Sotho will be addressed in detail in chapter 2.
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IP
aaaa
!!!!

I1

aaa
!!!

I0

go fihlai

VP
cc##

NP

baeti

V1

V0

ti

In impersonal constructions as in (46), the subject appears postverbally. As there is no
element in SpecIP that the verb can agree with in noun class features, the verb bears class
17 agreement. In comparable constructions in other languages (Chichewa, Sotho), the
postverbal subject does not show object properties, however: Neither can it be passivized,
nor taken up by an object marker, nor extracted by relativization (see Bresnan & Kanerva
1989, du Plessis 1981).

Landing position With respect to the subject’s landing position and the grammatical
status of the subject agreement morpheme, there are three possible configurations. A first
syntactic configuration for agreement is one in which the subject agreement marker acts
as a full NP and appears in subject position. The full subject NP, if present, is adjoined to
a position higher in the tree. This configuration is illustrated in (47).

(47) Anaphoric subject agreement I

IP
PPPP
����

NPj

monna

IP
PPPP
����

NP

oj

I1

aaa
!!!

I0

ngwalelai

VP
b
bb

"
""

tj

V1

Q
Q

�
�

V0

ti

NP

mosadi

The configuration in (47) has been proposed by Demuth & Johnson (1989). They argue
that in Setawana (a language of the Sotho-Tswana family) the subject agreement marker
always functions as a pronoun. Evidence comes from the optionality of the full subject
NP, word order, non-locality effects, and the incompatibility of preverbal subjects with
wh-words.

The two remaining syntactic configurations for subject agreement have in common
that, in contrast to Demuth & Johnson (1989), they consider the subject agreement marker
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as an incorporated pronoun into the verb stem. Incorporation is not only meant phono-
logically, but also syntactically. Phonologically, the subject agreement marker (though
written separately in the Sotho languages) has been argued to form one unit with the fol-
lowing verb stem (see e.g. Myers 1985 for Shona). However, also syntactically, it is
assumed that the agreement marker forms one unit with the following verb stem and is
therefore located under I0 (or T0, AgrS0, depending on the analysis).

Therefore, in a second configuration the subject marker is considered part of the ver-
bal inflection and therefore in I0. Like in the first configuration illustrated in (47), the
full subject NP, if present, is adjoined to the IP. Agreement between subject and verb is
established viapro in SpecIP position. This syntactic configuration is illustrated in (48).

(48) Anaphoric subject agreement II

IP
PPPP
����

NPj

monna

IP
PPPPP
�����

IP

pro

I1

aaaa
!!!!

I0

o ngwalelai

VP
b
b

"
"

tj

V1

QQ��
V0

ti

NP

basadi

The configuration in (48) implies, just as the one in (47), that full subject NPs are always
dislocated. In (48), however, the subject agreement marker does not fulfill the role of the
grammatical subject but rather, the sentence is subjectless. The configuration equalspro-
dropphenomena in Romance languages where the full subject NP can also be missing and
the verbal inflection takes over the duty of indicating anaphoric reference with a subject.

The view in (48) is advocated by Baker (2003), van der Spuy (1993), Visser (1985),
and Sabel & Zeller (to appear) for certain Bantu languages. For Kinande, a Bantu lan-
guage spoken in the Democratic Republic of Congo, evidence for the syntactic dislocation
of full subject NPs comes again from word order, incompatibility withwh-expressions,
but also from specificity and scope considerations (Baker 2003). Data from word order
in Kinande support Baker’s claim that agreed-with subjects are dislocated and adjoined
to the TP, as the subject appears at the left edge of the TP, as shown in (49-a), but not
following the verb, as in (49-b).

(49) Word order in Kinande (Baker 2003: 112, 114)

a. Abakali
CL2.woman

ba-a-gula
CL2-T-buy

eritunda.
CL5.fruit

‘The women bought a fruit.’
b. *A-gula

CL1-buy
omukali
CL1.woman

eritunda.
CL5.fruit

Intended: ‘The woman bought a fruit.’
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Furthermore,wh-expressions in Kinande can be in postverbal object position, but not
in the dislocated object position, as in (50-a). Baker (2003: 119) argues that for the
same reason, namely syntactic dislocation,wh-expressions with agreed-with subjects are
ungrammatical in Kinande, as shown in (50-b).

(50) Wh-expressions in Kinande (Baker 2003: 112, 119)

a. *Ebihi,
CL8.what

Kambale
PROP.NAME

a-bi-gula?
CL1-CL8-buy

Intended: ‘What did Kambale buy?’
b. *(Iyo)ndi

who
a-gula
CL1-buy

eritunda?
CL5.fruit

Intended: ‘Who bought a fruit?’

With respect to scope and specificity, according to Cinque (1990, ch.2), dislocated NPs
can have indefinite readings but they must be specific. Baker therefore concludes that
dislocated NPs act like they have wide scope with respect to other quantified NPs (Baker
2003: 120). He shows that agreed-with subjects in Kinande have indeed wide scope with
respect to other quantified NPs, similar to dislocated objects. A dislocated object taking
wide scope with respect to the quantified subject is illustrated in (51-a). Similarly, (51-b)
shows a subject that must take wide scope with respect to a quantified object.

(51) Scope in Kinande (Baker 2003:120)

a. Eritunda,
CL5.fruit

obuli
every

mukali
CL1.woman

mo-a-li-gul-ire.
AFF-CL1-CL5-buy-EXT

‘A fruit, every woman bought it.’ (only one fruit bought)
b. Omukali

CL1.woman
a-gula
CL1-buy

obuli
every

ritunda.
fruit

‘A (single) woman bought every fruit.’

Finally, Baker (2003: 118) shows that in Kinande, noun phrases lacking the initial aug-
ment vowel appear under the scope of negation and certain other operators as well as in
object position, as shown by the augmentless object noun in (52-a). These forms are re-
ferred to as nonreferential NPs. However, they cannot appear neither as dislocated object,
as in (52-b), nor as agreed-with subjects, as shown in (52-c).

(52) Nonreferential NPs in Kinande (Baker 2003: 111, 118)

a. Omukali
CL1.woman

mo-a-teta-gula
AFF-CL1-NEG/PST-buy

ki-ndu.
CL7-thing

‘The woman didn’t buy anything.’
b. *(E)-ki-ndu,

(AUG)-CL7-thing
omukali
CL1.woman

mo-a-teta-ki-gula.
AFF-CL1-NEG/PST-CL7-buy

Intended: ‘Anything, the woman didn’t buy.’
c. *Mu-kali

CL1-woman
mo-a-teta-gula
AFF-CL1-NEG/PST-buy

eritunda.
CL5.fruit

Intended: ‘No woman bought a fruit.’
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Evidence from these four areas leads Baker (2003) to conclude that in Kinande, the sub-
ject is always syntactically dislocated.

A third and last configuration for subject agreement emerges from work by Bresnan
& Mchombo (1987). The authors claim that subject agreement in Chichewa, a Bantu
language spoken in Malawi, is ambiguous between anaphoric agreement (as illustrated
in (47) and (48)) and grammatical agreement. They argue that both kinds of agreement
can be present in the same language. Grammatical agreement refers to the language-
specifically required agreement relation between a certain grammatical function (either
subject or object) and the verb, which is expressed via a verbal affix. Anaphoric agreement
refers to the relation of a morphologically bound pronoun to a discourse topic. Whereas
evidence from word order, optionality of the full NP and non-locality effects indicate
anaphoric agreement, the compatibility withwh-words in Chichewa (and also other lan-
guages such as Nsenga and Swahili (Marten p.c.)) indicates grammatical agreement of
subject NP and verb.

(53) Chichewa (Bresnan & Mchombo 1987: 760, ex. (42))

a. (Kod́ı)
QP

ch́ıyâni
CL7.what

chi-ná-ónek-a?
CL7-PST-happen-IND

‘What happened?’

Because in Lexical Functional Grammar, an incorporated pronoun is linked anaphorically
to an NP that bears the discourse-pragmatic function of topic, the compatibility withwh-
words excludes anaphoric reference becausewh-words are considered inherently focused.
Wh-words and topic exclude each other. In those cases, namely when agreeing with awh-
word, the subject agreement marker acts as grammatical agreement (Bresnan & Mchombo
1987). In a grammatical agreement relationship, the subject NP is inside the core clause,
in contrast to anaphoric agreement where the full subject NP is outside the core clause.
The translation of grammatical agreement into syntactic structure is done in (54).

(54) Grammatical agreement

IP
XXXXX
�����

NPj

monna

I1

aaaa
!!!!

I0

o ngwalelai

VP
b
b

"
"

tj

V1

QQ��
V0

ti

NP

basadi

For the grammar of Northern Sotho, I adopt the wide-spread view illustrated in (48) and
(54), that the subject agreement marker is part of the verbal inflection and therefore lo-
cated in I0. With respect to the position of the full subject NP, evidence from word order,
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optionality and non-locality effects suggest that also in Northern Sotho the full subject
NP is dislocated.22 The relevant data is given in (55).

Example (55-a) shows that the full subject NP can be left out. Example (55-b) shows
that the subject NP can be freely positioned within the sentence. There can even be
another constituent intervening between the subject and the verb. Lastly, example (55-c)
shows that the subject NP can be moved out of its embedded clause and still be coreferrent
with the subject marker.

(55) a. Optionality
[Monna o dira eng?- ‘What is the man doing?’]
(i) Mo-nna

CL1-man
o
CL1

swiela
sweep

le-bato.
CL5-floor

(ii) O swiela lebato.
‘(The man,) he is sweeping the floor.’

b. Word order
(i) Mo-nna

CL1-man
o
CL1

swiela
sweep

le-bato.
CL5-floor

(ii) O swiela lebato, monna.
(iii) Monna, lehono, o swiela lebato.

Lit.: ‘The man, today, he is sweeping the floor.’23

c. Non-locality
(i) Ngwana

CL1.child
kgǒsi
CL9.chief

e
CL9

r-ile
say-PST

o
CL1

swiela
sweep

le-bato.
CL5-floor

Lit.: ‘The child, the chief said, is sweeping the floor.’

However, I depart from the view advanced in Baker (2003) for Kinande and Demuth &
Johnson (1989) for Southern Sotho, that the subject is necessarily dislocated in Northern
Sotho. Anticipating findings that are presented in great detail in chapter 4, I propose that
under wide focus the subject is not dislocated and the subject marker expresses grammat-
ical agreement in Northern Sotho.

Agreement under wide focus Under wide focus, the subject appears preverbally both
with transitive verbs and with intransitive verbs. However, under wide focus it does not
show properties of dislocated constituents. This means, it cannot be left out, as in (56-a), it
appears in canonical preverbal position and cannot be re-ordered to the end of the sentence
e.g., as in (56-b), and it can have a non-specific semantic interpretation, as in (56-c).24

Respective examples from chapter 4 are previewed in (56).

22In contrast to Kinande, there are no phonological consequences of left-dislocation in Northern Sotho,
neither for the object nor for the subject, as will be shown in chapter 3 in detail.

23As with articles, cf. example (38), also for syntactic structures the most probable translations are given,
unless marked by ‘Lit.’.

24Further tests for the syntactic status of the subject cannot be applied, because for one,wh-expressions
are not applicable to wide focus, and for the other, Northern Sotho lacks augmented forms that appear in
Kinande.
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(56) a. [Go diregang?- ‘What is happening?’]

*O
CL1

ruta
teach

ngwana
CL1.child

go
CL15

bala
read

buka.
CL9.book

Intended: ‘A mother teaches a child to read a book.’
b. [Go diregang?- ‘What is happening?’]

*O
CL1

ruta
teach

ngwana
CL1.child

go
CL15

bala
read

buka,
CL9.book

mma.
CL1.mother

Intended: ‘A mother teaches a child to read a book.’
c. [When reporting that my car was stolen]

Ma-hodu
CL6-thief

a
CL6

utsw-iťse
steal-PST

koloi
CL9.car

ya
CL9.POSS

ka.
POSSPR.1

‘Thieves stole my car.’ (Mojapelo 2003, in prep.)

Further evidence for the syntactic position of the subject under wide focus can be gathered
from interpretational effects. Whereas dislocated subjects are argued to have a topic in-
terpretation, chapter 4 shows in detail that not all preverbal subjects are topics. Preverbal
subjects under wide focus are not topics. The view taken in this thesis is consequently that
discourse-pragmatics are deterministic in providing evidence for the syntactic structure.
This is contrary to the view advanced in Baker (2003):

“Phonological and/or pragmatic evidence is sometimes used to tell if an NP is
dislocated. For example, dislocated NPs are sometimes set off from the rest
of the clause by an intonation break, and they are sometimes associated with
topic or contrastive focus interpretations. The Pronominal Argument Hypoth-
esis is committed to there being cases of syntactic dislocation that do not have
these nonsyntactic properties, however. (...) I show below that agreed-with
objects in Kinande have these phonological and pragmatic characteristics of
dislocation, but agreed-with subjects do not. All this implies that there are
natural interconnections between the various components of language, but
they are not fully deterministic.” (Baker 2003: 130, footnote 8)

The view of unambiguous anaphoric agreement of the subject marker in Northern Sotho
is questioned by the data presented in this thesis. Rather, the data provide evidence that
wide focus is one context in which the subject agreement marker establishes grammatical
agreement. Consequently, the occurrence of preverbal subjects under wide focus provides
evidence from discourse-pragmatics for the ambiguous status of the subject marker be-
tween anaphoric and grammatical agreement and support Bresnan & Mchombo’s original
analysis for Nothern Sotho as well. With respect to syntactic structure, the data provide
evidence for the claim that at least in contexts of wide focus in Northern Sotho, the subject
is in a position where it expresses direct agreement with the verb, i.e. in SpecTP. In how
far this finding concerning the grammatical status of the subject marker is transferrable to
other Bantu languages remains a topic of further research.

Whereas preverbal subjects agree obligatorily with the verb in all Bantu languages,
there is more language-specific variation with respect to ‘object agreement’. This will be
addressed in the next section.
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‘Object agreement’

A full object NP can agree with the verb, but need not. Variation in object marking is
found with respect to animacity: In some languages the object marker is obligatory with
[+human]-objects (e.g. in Makua, Stucky 1981) or occurs more frequently with them
(e.g. in Swahili, Krifka 1995: 1407). Furthermore, there is variation with respect to the
simultaneous appearance of both object marker and object NP (e.g. in Herero, Möhlig et
al. 2002: 79) and the possibility of having both left- and right-dislocation in a language
(e.g. in Kinande, Baker 2003). Subject and object marking have different characteristics
in Bantu languages, one crucial difference being the optionality of object marking as
opposed to subject marking.

In Northern Sotho, objects do not agree obligatorily with the verb, neither in certain
persons nor with certain status’ of animacity. Furthermore, an object marker can occur on
the verb together with the co-occurring object NP. The object markers are given in table
3. Like the subject markers, they too, closely resemble noun class prefixes.

Table 3: Object markers in Northern Sotho (Ziervogel et al. 1969)
noun class noun class prefixes subject agreementobject agreement
1 mo- o mo
2 ba- ba ba
3 mo- o mo
4 me- e e
5 le- le le
6 ma- a a
7 se- se se
8 di- di di
9 n- e e
10 di- di di
14 bo- bo bo

Examples of object marking are given in (57). The examples in (57) show object marker
and co-occuring object NP whereby the co-occurring NP appears in sentence-initial posi-
tion in (57-a) and in sentence-final position in (57-b).

(57) Object marking in Northern Sotho

a. Mo-rwalo
CL3-load

ke
1

a
-A-

o
CL3

rwala.
carry

Lit. ‘The load, I carry it.’
b. Ke

1
mo
CL1

nea
give

ma-lekere
CL6-sweets

malome.
CL1.uncle

Lit. ‘I give him sweets, the uncle.’

Crucially, the object marker is not considered a grammatical agreement marker in the lit-
erature on Bantu languages, but rather a pronoun (Byarushengo, Hyman & Tenenbaum
1976 for Haya, Wald 1979 for Swahili). It has been analysed as an object pronoun in-
corporated into the verb for Chichewa (Bresnan & Mchombo 1987). This analysis has
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been followed in all recent work on Southern African Bantu languages (Baker 2003, De-
muth 1989, Demuth & Johnson 1989, van der Spuy 1993, Zeller 2004, Zeller & Ngoboka
2005). Furthermore, it has been suggested early in the literature, that a full object con-
stituent which co-occurs with an object marker is dislocated: it has been described as
either ‘outside the basic sentence unit’ (Cole 1955: 427-444 on Tswana), ‘being dissoci-
ated from the verb by the sentence boundary’ (Louwrens 1985: 60 on Northern Sotho),
or as following the ‘basic communicative unit’ (Kosch 1988:4 also on Northern Sotho).

Status of the object marker Evidence for the object marker as a pronoun comes from
the optionality of the coreferent object NP, from word order and from tone. Bresnan &
Mchombo (1987) report for Chichewa that, first, if the object marker and a coreferred full
object NP co-occur, the object can be left out without rendering the sentence ungrammat-
ical. Second, whereas in simple transitive sentences, when there is no object marker on
the verb, the word order is fixed in the sense that the object immediately follows the verb,
there is free word order when the object marker is present. Third, the tone pattern that
is realized on the verb when being followed by an object NP that has a coreferent object
marker on the verb, resembles the tone pattern when the verb is phrase-final. As a con-
sequence of analyzing the object marker as a full pronoun, it follows that object pronoun
and its coreferent object NP cannot co-occur within the same core clause. The coreferent
object NP is therefore analysed as being outside the core clause (Bresnan & Mchombo
1987) or outside the VP (van der Spuy 1993).

The facts are parallel for Northern Sotho and the argumentation of Bresnan & Mchombo
(1987) is followed here in order to show that the object marker acts as an incorporated
pronoun in Northern Sotho as well and that the full object NP is adjoined to the core
clause. Evidence is cited from the optionality of the object NP, word order, and tone.
Moreover, the Southern Bantu languages also provide evidence from verbal morphology
for the position of the object NP. This will be taken up in the next subsection.

The data in (58) show that the presence of the coreferent object NP is only optional in
Northern Sotho. The argument structure of the verb is satisfied by the appearance of the
object marker alone. The full object NP might be added for discourse-pragmatic reasons
(in the examples parentheses indicate optionality). The data in (58) furthermore show that
in Northern Sotho, an object can be right-dislocated in contrast to languages like Kinande,
where only left-dislocation is possible (Baker 2003).

(58) Optionality of the object NP in Northern Sotho

a. Ke
1

a
-A-

o
CL3

rwa:la
carry

(mo-rwa:lo).
CL3-load

Lit. ‘I carry it (, the load).’
b. Ke

1
mo
CL1

nea
give

ma-leke:re
CL6-sweets

(malo:me).
CL1.uncle

Lit. ‘I give him sweets (, the uncle).’

When co-occuring with the object marker, the word order of the object NP is free. The
data in (59) show that the coreferred object constituent can also appear in sentence-initial
position, as in (59-a). Left-dislocation as in (59-a) is ruled out if the object marker does
not co-occur with the object NP, as in (59-b).
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(59) Left-dislocation in Northern Sotho

a. Le-ngwalo,
CL5-letter

ke
1

le
CL5

ngwad-ile.
write-PST

Lit. ‘The letter, I wrote it.’
b. *Le-ngwalo

CL5-letter
ke
1

ngwad-ile.
write-PST

Similarly, the data in (60) show that the coreferred object NP cannot appear immediately
postverbally if other VP-internal material is following. In the ditransitive structure in
(60-a), the beneficiary object is coreferred with an object marker on the verb and appears
in sentence-final position (instead of immediately postverbal). Its appearance in immedi-
ately postverbal position, as in (60-b), renders the structure ungrammatical. The same can
be observed for the positioning of objects with respect to adverbs. The coreferred object
NP can only occur following the adverb, as in (60-c), not between verb and adverb, as in
(60-d).

(60) Word order with coreferred objects

a. O
CL1

mo
CL1

fa
give

se-hlare,
CL7-medicine

mo-kgalabje.
CL1-old.man

‘He gives the old man medicine.’
b. *O

CL1
mo
CL1

fa
give

mo-kgalabje
CL1-old.man

se-hlare.
CL7-medicine

c. Ke
1

le
CL5

ngwad-ile
write-PST

maabane
yesterday

le-ngwalo.
CL5-letter

‘I wrote the letter yesterday.’
d. *Ke

1
le
CL5

ngwad-ile
write-PST

le-ngwalo
CL5-letter

maabane.
yesterday

With respect to tonal evidence, the data in (61) show that with the presence of the object
marker also the tonal structure on the element which precedes the full object NP differs
(see also Cole 1955 for Tswana). In (60-a), the underlying high tone from the initial sylla-
ble of the verb stem spreads onto the immediately right-adjacent syllable. This process of
High Tone Spread (HTS) can be observed on words in phrase-medial position. In (60-b),
the high tone from the verb stem initial syllable does not spread to the final syllable. The
lack of HTS can be alluded to a phrase-final syllable.

(61) Tone in dislocation

a. Ke
1

kw-élé
hear-PST

mo-kgala:bje.
CL1-old.man

‘I heard the old man.’
b. Ke

1
mo
CL1

kw-é:le
hear-PST

mo-kgala:bje.
CL1-old.man

Lit. ‘I heard him, the old man.’

For more details of the tonal processes as well as lengthening see chapter 3. Tonal facts
have been interpreted as evidence for syntactic structure in Bresnan & Mchombo (1987).
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In (61-a), verb and object are constituents of one syntactic phrase, the VP. In (61-b), the
changes in tonal structure are induced by prosodic boundaries that coincide with syntactic
boundaries. The verb and object are separated by the VP-boundary in (61-b).

Syntactic position of the dislocated constituent Data on obligatoriness of the full ob-
ject NP, word order and tone give evidence for interpreting the object marker as an incor-
porated pronoun. Consequently, the coreferent object NP must be outside the core clause,
as a pronoun cannot be coreferent with any constituent within the same clause. This view
is reached at independently of the theoretical framework adhered to in the different studies
cited.

Verbal structures containing adverbs give decisive evidence. The standard syntactic
assumption is followed here, namely that adverbs are adjoined inside the verb phrase.
As in Northern Sotho adverbs always follow objects, adverbs are adjoined to the highest
verbal projection. Right-dislocated constituents differ from adverbs structurally in that
they are adjoined to an even higher projection. Evidence for this claim comes from word
order and tone. First, the word order of adverbs and right-dislocated NPs is not free.
Right-dislocated elements always have to follow adverbs when those are internal to the
core-clause. Second, between a right-dislocated element and its preceding constituent
are salient suprasegmental differences (length and tonal changes). This is not the case
between an adverb and its preceding element.

The following syntactic structure is proposed for right dislocation. Coreferred object
NPs are outside the IP. They are adjoined to a higher projection of the IP. The syntactic
structure is given in (62).

(62) a. (Mo-sadi)
CL1-woman

o
CL1

e
CL5

ngwa-dile
write-PST

maaba:ne
yesterday

le-ngwa:lo.
CL5-letter

Lit. ‘The woman wrote it yesterday, the letter.’

IPhhhhhhhhhhhh

((((((((((((
IP
PPPPP
�����

NPj

mosadi

IP
XXXXXX
������

tj

I1
XXXXXX
������

I0

o ej ngwalelai

VP
PPPP
����

VP
Z
Z

�
�

tj

V1

@@��
V0

ti tj

AdjP

maabane

NPj

lengwalo
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Syntactic structure of the object marker The theoretic approaches proposed in the
literature differ, however, with respect to details of the pronoun incorporation. In the
LFG-framework followed in Bresnan & Mchombo (1987), the verb is taken from the
lexicon containing the incorporated pronoun. The dislocated noun phrase is one direct
constituent of the sentence besides the verb phrase and further topic NP as itself bears
the discourse-functional role of topic. It is anaphorically linked to the incorporated object
marker.

Two further proposals have been made in the literature concerning the syntactic struc-
ture of the object marker in Bantu. They differ in technical details, but are not necessarily
incompatible (see Zeller 2004b, footnotes 2 and 16). On the one hand, according to
Baker (2003), the object marker on the verb in Kinande represents object agreement. Its
obligatory appearance in dislocation constructions is explained by the occurrence of null
pronominal arguments (pro) in object position.

On the other hand, Zeller (2004b) in his work on left-dislocation in Zulu follows the
proposal by Cecchetto (1999) made for clitic constructions in Italian. According to this
proposal, the dislocated constituent originates from the specifier position of a ‘big’ DP
whose head is the object marker. The object marker is considered a resumptive pronoun in
this analysis as well. Zeller argues that the object marker in the head of the DP undergoes
head movement and adjoins to V to be incorporated into the verbal morphology. The
full nominal constituent moves from the specifier of ‘big’-DP to either a sentence-initial
position (left-dislocation) or to a right-peripheral landing site (right-dislocation).

Of relevance for the discussion in this thesis is foremost what is uncontroversial in the
literature, namely that the object marker fulfills the role of the argument and that the full
object NP is outside the core clause, which is assumed to be IP.

Subject and object agreement share the following properties: They depend on the
discourse status of the agreeing constituent. They cannot appear when the agreeing con-
stituent would be focused information. With respect to their syntax, both subject and
object marker are considered pronominal markers. However, they differ in that only sub-
ject agreement but not object agreement can appear under wide focus in Northern Sotho.
In this environment, it is argued that the subject marker expresses grammatical agreement
on the verb. Objects never agree grammatically in Northern Sotho.

1.7.4 Present Tense morpheme -a-

Northern Sotho shows a morphological alternation in the verbal paradigm in the Present
Tense. This is similar to the situation in the other southeastern Bantu languages (Nguni,
Venda, Tsonga, and Chopi, with the exception of Shona, for references see Güldemann
1996: 170).25 The alternation is illustrated by the data in (63).

25Other Southern Bantu languages, e.g. Mbala, Rwanda, Bemba, and Tonga, also show a morphological
alternation in the Present Tense (see Güldemann 1996:165ff for an overview). An example is given in (i).

(i) Kirundi (from Morimoto 2000: 126)

a. Abana ba-́a-ra-nyoye amatá.
‘Children drank milk.’

b. Abana ba-́a-nyoye amat́a.
‘Children drank milk (not water).’
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(63) Present Tense (from Louwrens 1985: 60)

a. Le-sogana
CL5-young.man

le
CL5

a
-A-

ngwala.
write

‘The young man writes.’ (long form/ disjunctive form)
b. Malome

CL1.uncle
o
CL1

tseba
know

Se-sotho.
CL7-Sotho

‘Uncle knows Sotho.’ (short form/ conjunctive form)

The example in (63-a) shows the verb in the Present Tense containing the -a-morpheme
in the TMA-slot of the verbal template. The example in (63-b) shows the verb form
not containing -a-. The distribution of the two allomorphs has been accounted for by
different factors, among others syntax and information structure, and is still subject to
research (see most recently Buell 2005). The syntactic approach will be presented below
in detail, for the alternative approach relating to information structure and a comparison
of both proposals see chapter 2.

The alternating verb forms have been referred to by different terms in the literature,
a.o. long vs. short (Doke 1927/1992) or disjunctive vs. conjunctive (Creissels 1996,
Chebanne et al. 1997). In the example in (63), sentence (63-a) contains the so-called long
or disjunctive form, whereas (63-b) contains the so-called short or conjunctive form. In
contrast to other Bantu languages like Bemba (Givón 1975), the alternating verb forms in
the Sotho family are characterized by the following properties:

(64) Characteristics of the disjunctive and conjunctive forms in Northern Sotho

•The alternating verb forms occur only in restricted tenses: only in the
Present Tense.

•In the Present Tense the alternation is between -a- and 0.

•There are no alternations in negative and relative environments.

•There is no contrast with complements.

Text books (e.g. Ziervogel et al. 1969: 18) give as a rule of thumb that -a- is inserted if
the predicate appears at the end of a sentence (65-a,b). If an object, (65-c), or an adverb,
(65-d) follows, -a- is not inserted.

(65) -a- insertion in Northern Sotho

a. Mo-sadi
CL1-woman

o
CL1

a
-A-

apea.
cook

/
/
Mo-sadi
CL1-woman

o
CL1

a
-A-

di
CL8

apea.
cook

‘The woman is cooking (it).’

If the new information in the sentence is carried by the verb, the verb incorporates -ra-. If the new informa-
tion is carried by the complement, -ra- does not appear (Kimyeni 1980: 217). Though there are similarities
in the phenomenon (e.g. its connection to information structure, see chapter 2 for Northern Sotho), the
differences e.g. with respect to the presence of the object marker, do not allow to simply extend van der
Spuy’s proposal (1993) to these languages as well.

In Nguni languages, the same alternation exists in the Perfect Tense between the suffix -ile and -e. See
Doke (1954), van der Spuy (2003), Güldemann (1996), and most recently Buell (2005).



62 CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCTION

b. Ba-nna
CL2-man

ba
CL2

a
-A-

šoma.
work

‘The men are working.’
c. Mo-sadi

CL1-woman
o
CL1

apea
cook

di-jo.
CL8-food

‘The woman is cooking food.’
d. Ba-nna

CL2-man
ba
CL2

šoma
work

mo.
here

‘The men are working here.’

The description given in grammar books accounts for the ungrammaticality of the short
form of the verb when there are no complements following, as in (66).

(66) Ungrammatical forms in the Present Tense

a. *Mosadi o apea.
b. *Banna ba dira.

In the sentences in (66), the predicate is final in the sentence wherefore the insertion of
-a- is predicted. However, the surface description of grammars cannot account for the
grammaticality of the examples given in (67).

(67) Occurrence of -a- in non-final position

a. Mo-sadi
CL1-woman

o
CL1

a
-A-

di
CL8

apea
cook

di-jo.
CL8-food

Lit. ‘The woman cooks it, the food.’
b. Ba-nna

CL2-man
ba
CL2

a
-A-

šoma
work

mo.
here

‘Men are working here.’
c. *Mo-sadi o di apea di-jo.

The object, not the predicate is at the end of the sentence in (67-a,b). Therefore the
presence of the Present Tense -a- is surprising following the rule of thumb proposed in
Ziervogel et al. (1969:18). The absence of -a- even leads to ungrammaticality, as shown
in (67-c).

Syntactic approaches to the distribution have been proposed by van der Spuy (1993),
Jokweni (1995), and most recently Buell (2005) for Nguni, and by Khoali (1991) and
Louwrens (1985) for Sotho. Van der Spuy’s (1993) approach for the Nguni languages
will be followed here. As Sotho shows data comparable to Nguni, the same syntactic
approach is extended to the alternation in the Present Tense in Sotho.

Van der Spuy (1993) claims that the long form of the Present Tense (and in the Nguni
languages also the long form of the Perfect Tense) is a syntactic phrase-boundary marker
(1993: 345) which appears when the verb is final in the IP. In the examples in (65), the
verb meets van der Spuys generalization to be final in the IP vacuously. In (67-a,b), the
verb is final in the syntactic IP (and therefore appears in the long form) when interpreting
the presence of the object marker on the verb as evidence for the position of the object NP
outside the syntactic IP. Being outside the syntactic IP explains further properties of the
object NP such as its optionality, the resulting free word order, and prosodic changes on
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the verb (see preceding subsection for evidence for this claim). For adjuncts as in (67-b),
van der Spuy (1993) assumes an analysis analogous to (67-a). The adjunct is outside the
syntactic IP in (67-b), therefore the verb is final in the syntactic IP and surfaces in the
long form.

The relation of the Present Tense morpheme -a- to information structure is taken up
again in chapter 2.

After having outlaid the general linguistic characteristics of Northern Sotho, the fol-
lowing chapter turns to the syntactic expression of focus in this language.
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Chapter 2

Syntax and focus in Northern Sotho

2.1 Introduction

In discourse-configurational languages, “primary sentence articulation is motivated by
discourse semantic, rather than theta role or case, considerations” (É Kiss 1995b: 3).
Bantu languages have been shown to exhibit discourse-configurational characteristics.
On the one hand, work by e.g. Morimoto (2000) discusses the relevance of the discourse
notion ‘topic’ on word order and sentence structure in the Bantu languages Kirundi and
Kinyarwanda. On the other hand, work by e.g Bergvall (1987a, b), Carstens (2005), and
Sabel & Zeller (to appear) investigates the influence of the discourse notion ‘focus’ on
word order and sentence structure in the Bantu languages Kikuyu, Kilega, and Nguni
respectively. Furthermore, also an immediately postverbal position has been shown to
be relevant in the Grassfields Bantu language Aghem (Watters 1979, Hyman & Watters
1984). These studies show that discourse notions influence word order and sentence struc-
ture in Bantu languages.

This chapter investigates syntactic reflexes of focus in Northern Sotho, a Bantu lan-
guage spoken in South Africa.1 The definition of focus as a set of alternatives guides the
elicitation of the data and ensures cross-linguistic comparability. The objective of this
chapter is to introduce the relevant data that will be dealt with in this thesis, and more
specifically to show that there is no grammatical marking of focus in Northern Sotho
in the postverbal domain, neither syntactically nor morphologically. Focus is expressed
strictly in situ. There are, nevertheless, reflexes of focus and information structure in
Northern Sotho. These result from processes that target discourse-old constituents.

The chapter is structured as follows: In section 2.2, this chapter gives a system-
atic overview of the syntactic consequences of focus on the subject, the object, adver-
bials, modified constituents, and the verb in Northern Sotho. It emerges from the data
that Northern Sotho shows a subject/non-subject asymmetry under focus. Whereas non-
subject constituents are focused in their base position, logical subjects appear either
postverbally or in a cleft sentence, but crucially not in their canonical preverbal posi-
tion. In section 2.3, the chapter explicitly investigates alternative positions for focused
non-subjects with the result that focused constituents must not appear neither at the left
periphery nor at the right periphery. Although there is no syntactic marking of focus in

1The notion of topic will be addressed in chapter 4.

65
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Northern Sotho, information structure is mirrored in an utterance in that discourse-old
constituents are subject to reduction or dislocation processes. These processes are illus-
trated in section 2.4.

The reduction and dislocation processes presented in section 2.4 are of interest not
only because they show the influence of information structure on grammar in Northern
Sotho but also because their application leads to an increased occurrence of the focused
constituent in clause-final position. However, both section 2.3 and 2.4 argue that there
is no causal relation between final position and focus in Northern Sotho. Section 2.5
investigates the occurrence of Present Tense -a- as a phenomenon along the same lines
and shows that this verbal morpheme is no morphological marker of focus. Section 2.6
provides a conclusion.

2.2 Syntactic reflexes of focus in Northern Sotho

The following sections investigate how focus influences word order, agreement and syn-
tactic structure in Northern Sotho. In accordance with section 1.2, focus is defined as
indicating a set of alternatives. Focus is elicited in contexts of question/answer coher-
ence, textual coherence, and expression of contrast, as motivated in section 1.2.

2.2.1 Objects and adverbials

An examination of focus-related contexts shows that objects and adverbials (i.e. non-
subjects) are focused in situ, i.e. in their canonical postverbal position. This is shown
in (1) for questions and in (2) for answers displaying narrow focus, thereby establishing
question/answer coherence. The objectwh-word in (1-a) as well as the focused object in
(2-a) appear in their basic position immediately after the verb. Also the localwh-word
in (1-b) and the focused local adverb (2-b) surface as in basic word order, namely imme-
diately following the object. The examples in (1-c,d) are taken from semi-spontaneous
speech collected by means of the questionnaire. They show a modal question word in the
position immediately following the object.

(1) Non-subject questions in Northern Sotho

a. Mo-kgalabje
CL1-old.man

o
CL1

nyaka
look.for

mang?
who

‘Who is the old man looking for?’
b. Mo-kgalabje

CL1-old.man
o
CL1

nyaka
look.for

ngaka
CL9.doctor

kae?
where

‘Where is the old man looking for the doctor?’
c. O

2
nagana
think

gore
that

mo-sadi
CL1-woman

yo
DEM.CL1

o
CL1

utsw-iťse
steal-PST

se-̌supanako
CL7-watch

bjang?
how

‘How do you think that this woman stole the watch?’ (QUIS)
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d. Naa
QP

mo-sadi
CL1-woman

o
CL1

rwala
carry

di-galase
CL10-glass

bjang
how

ge
when

a
CL1

tloga
leave

ka
PREP

phapǒsi-ng?
CL9.room-LOC

‘How did the woman carry the glasses when she left the room?’ (QUIS)

(2) Non-subject focus in Northern Sotho

a. Mo-kgalabje
CL1-old.man

o
CL1

nyaka
look.for

[ngaka]F .
CL9.doctor

‘The old man is looking forTHE DOCTOR.’
b. Mo-kgalabje

CL1-old.man
o
CL1

nyaka
look.for

ngaka
CL9.doctor

[toropo-ng]F .
CL9.town-LOC

‘The old man is looking for the doctorIN TOWN.’

The data in (3) show contextual coherence with focus-sensitive particles. In German
and English, accent placement marks the constituent thatonly associates with. Accent
placement therefore influences the truth-value of an utterance which contains a focus-
sensitive particle. The wordfela is the Northern Sotho equivalent to Englishonly. In
(3-a), fela follows the object that it associates with. In (3-b), the reading is ambigious
between the local adverb and the whole VP being in the scope offela. (3-c) shows an
example from semi-spontaneous speech. The context from which the utterance is taken is
given in square brackets.

(3) Non-subjects and focus-sensitive particles

a. Mo-sadi
CL1-woman

o
CL1

tli ša
bring

[ba-na]F
CL2-children

fela
only

se-kolo-ng.
CL7-school-LOC

‘The woman only bringsTHE CHILDREN to school (not the teenagers).’
b. Mo-sadi

CL1-woman
o
CL1

tli ša
bring

ba-na
CL2-children

[se-kolo-ng]F
CL7-school-LOC

fela.
only

‘The woman only brings the childrenTO SCHOOL(not to church).’
c. (i) [Ekaba Molatelo o na le di-monamonane le tšhese? (QUIS)

‘Does Molatelo have chocolate and cheese?]
(ii) Aowa,

No
Molatelo
PROP.NAME

o
CL1

na
be

le
with

[di-monamonane]F
CL10-sweets

fela.
only

‘No, Molatelo has onlyCHOCOLATE.’

The data in (3) show thatfelaappears linearly after the focused constituent.

The data in (4) show further examples for textual coherence. In (4), however, the
truth-value of the utterance is not influenced by the accent that indicates the focused con-
stituent in languages like English and German. The examples are reproduced from Paul
(1880). The first sentence in (4-a,b,c,d) establishes a discourse-context. The second sen-
tence is lexically identical in all examples in (4). In Northern Sotho, no change in syntax
(or morphology) reflects the different focus structures. (For predictions concerning the
prosody of these utterances see chapter 3).
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(4) a. (i) Raisetja
PROP.NAME

o
CL1

rata
like

go
CL15

etela
visit

toropo
CL9.town

e
CL9

kgolo
big

ya
POSS.CL9

Africa.
Africa
‘Raisetja likes to visit big African cities.

(ii) O
CL1

ya
go

[Gauteng]F
Gauteng

lehono.
today

‘Today, he goes to JOHANNESBURG.’ 2

b. (i) Raisetja
PROP.NAME

o
CL1

swaneťse
must

go
CL15

ya
go

Gauteng
Gauteng

e
CL9

sekgale.
far

‘Raisetja soon needs to go to Johannesburg.
(ii) Ke

1
kw-ele
hear-PST

gore
that

o
CL1

ya
go

Gauteng
Gauteng

[lehono]F .
today

‘I heard that he goes to JohannesburgTODAY.’
c. (i) Raisetja

PROP.NAME

o
CL1

swaneťse
need

go
CL15

ya
go

Gauteng.
Gauteng

‘Raisetja needs to go to Johannesburg.’
(ii) Ga

NEG

a
CL1

rat-e
like-NEG

go
CL15

otlela
drive

se-fatanaga,
CL7-car

bjale
now

o
CL1

ya
go

Gauteng
Gauteng

[ka
PREP

ma-oto]F .
CL6-foot

‘He doesn’t like driving, so heWALKS to Johannesburg.’

The data in (5) show an instantiation of the function of contrast. Focused negation is a case
of correction. The element that the negation associates with is contrasted with another
constituent of the same kind. The preverbal negation in the examples in (5) can have
scope over either the object or the adverbial, as the continuation of the clause indicates.

(5) Focused negation with non-subjects

a. Mo-šemane
cl1-boy

ga
NEG

se
NEG

a
CL1

rekiše
sell.PST

[bo-rotho]F
CL14-bread

maabane,
yesterday

o
CL1

rekišitše
sell.PST

[bupi]F .
CL9.porridge
‘The boy didn’t sellBREAD yesterday, he soldPORRIDGE.’

b. Mo-šemane
cl1-boy

ga
NEG

se
NEG

a
CL1

rekiše
sell.PST

bo-rotho
CL14-bread

[maabane]F ,
yesterday

o
CL1

bo
CL14

rekišitše
sell.PST

[lehono]F .
today

‘The boy didn’t sell breadYESTERDAY, he sold itTODAY.’

The data in (6) provide examples for correction focus from the questionnaire which were
elicited through semi-spontaneous interaction of two native speakers.

2In the Sotho languages, Johannesburg is referred to byGauteng, which means ‘Place of gold’.
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(6) Correction focus

a. (i) [Naa Masilo o na le diapola?
‘Does Masilo have apples?’]

(ii) Aowa,
No

Masilo
PROP.NAME

o
CL1

na
be

le
with

[di-namune
CL10-orange

tše
QUAL .CL10

pedi]F .
two

‘No, Masilo hasTWO ORANGES.’ (QUIS)
b. (i) [Naa, Lesibe o na le katse?

‘Does Lesibe have a cat?’]
(ii) Aowa,

No
o
CL1

na
be

le
with

[mmutla]F .
CL3.hare

‘No, he has aHARE.’ (QUIS)

The examples show that objects and adverbials appear in their canonical position in cor-
rection contexts, as triggered by focused negation (5) or direct contrast (6).

The data presented in this section have shown that non-subjects appear in their canon-
ical position in focus contexts. The kind of focus, either new information focus or con-
trastive focus, does not influence the syntactic expression.

2.2.2 Subjects

For logical subjects, a differentiation has to be made between their base-position, which is
VP-internally, i.e. postverbally (see section 1.7.3), and their canonical position, which is
preverbally. In general, logical subjects can never be focused in their canonical, i.e. pre-
verbal, position. In this respect, subjects and non-subjects show an asymmetric behavior
in Northern Sotho. In contrast to Bantu languages like Chichewa (Bresnan & Mchombo
1987, Downing et al. 2004), Nsenga and Swahili (Marten p.c.), an agreed-with subject
that, when focused, appears either in preverbal or clause-final position, is ungrammatical
in Northern Sotho.3 This is shown by means of questions in (7).

(7) Ungrammatical subject questions

a. *Mang
who

o
CL1

nyaka
look.for

ngaka?
CL9.doctor

Intended: ‘Who is looking for the doctor?’
b. *O

CL1
nyaka
look.for

ngaka
CL9.doctor

mang?
who

Intended: ‘Who is looking for the doctor?’

The ban of focused subjects from preverbal position is the topic of chapter 4.

Dependent on the valency of the verb, a logical subject can either be focused in situ,
i.e. in its postverbal, VP-internal position, and/or by means of a cleft sentence. Both
constructions will be dealt with in turn.

3Preverbal subject questions are only possible in echo-questions and in multiple questions (see also
Demuth 1995, Machobane 2001).
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Impersonal construction

A focused logical subject cannot appear in its canonical preverbal position. Focused logi-
cal subjects of intransitive verbs can, however, appear in postverbal position immediately
following the verb.4 These constructions are referred to as impersonal constructions (see
also section 1.7.3). The term impersonal construction is used to refer to constructions
that lack a grammatical subject and show invariable agreement of class 17 on the verb.
In Northern Sotho, subjects of intransitive verbs can be questioned in the impersonal
construction, as shown by the data in (8). Thewh-word questioning the logical subject
appears in postverbal position and the agreement marker of class 17 is shown on the verb.

(8) Impersonal subject questions

a. Go
CL17

fihla
arrive

mang?
who

‘Who is arriving?’
b. Go

CL17
bina
dance

bo-mang?
CL2b-who

‘Who is dancing?’

The subject also appears in this position in other focus-related contexts. This is shown in
(9-a,b) for negation and in (9-c,d) for association withfela-‘only’. In all examples, the
subject appears postverbally, and impersonal agreement appears on the verb.

(9) Negation and focus-sensitive particles in the impersonal construction

a. Ga
NEG

se
NEG

go
CL17

fihl-e
arrive-NEG

mo-nna.
CL1-man

‘The man did not arrive.’
b. Ga

NEG

se
NEG

go
CL17

bin-e
dance-NEG

ba-sadi.
CL2-woman

‘The women did not dance.’
c. Go

CL17
fihl-ile
arrive-PST

[mo-nna]F
CL1-man

fela.
only

‘Only the man arrived.’
d. Go

CL17
binne
dance.PST

[ba-sadi]F
CL2-woman

fela.
only

‘Only women danced.’

An alternative structure to the impersonal construction is the cleft construction, which
will be discussed in the next section.

Cleft sentences

Logical subjects can also be focused by means of a cleft structure. This structure is
optional for logical subjects of intransitive verbs and obligatory for logical subjects of

4There seems to be variation as to whether languages allow this structure. In Bantu languages like
Kinandewh-pronouns in postverbal position are in some instances ”less than perfect” (Baker 2003: 119).
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transitive and ditransitive verbs. The optionality of cleft and impersonal construction is
illustrated in (10) for intransitive verbs.

(10) a. Go
CL17

fihla
arrive

mang?
who

‘Who is arriving?’
b. Ké

COP

mang
who

a
CL1

fihla-ng?
arrive-REL

Lit. ‘It is who that is arriving?’

The semantic interpretation of the cleft and the optionality of the two constructions in
(10) will be addressed in chapter 5.

The use of clefts with transitive verbs is illustrated in the following examples with
a variety of contexts. The data in (11) show question/answer pairs. When focused, the
subject appears in a cleft construction. Evidence for the cleft construction does not only
come from the use of high-tonedké in sentence-initial position but also from the change
in the verbal morphology.

(11) Subject focus in questions and answers

a. Ké
COP

mang
who

(yo)
DEM.CL1

a
CL1

nyaka-ng
look.for-REL

ngaka?
CL9.doctor

‘Who is looking for the doctor?’
b. Ké

COP

[mo-kgalabje]F
CL1-old.man

(yo)
DEM.CL1

a
CL1

tlhokomela-ng
look.for-REL

ngaka.
CL9.doctor

Lit. ‘It is the old man who is looking after the doctor.’

High-tonedké is the copula and also appears in other copula-constructions in Northern
Sotho. The use of a relative pronoun which agrees with the head noun in noun class
features is optional in subject clefts (see also Kock 1997). With respect to verb mor-
phology, the modifying clause shows the characteristics of relative clauses in Northern
Sotho: the subject markera is used instead ofo for class 1 and furthermore -ng (or -go
as a dialectal variant) is affixed onto the final vowel of the verb stem (for more details on
relative clauses in Sotho languages see the description in Ziervogel et al. 1969, and the
discussions in Demuth 1995, Mischke 1998, and Zeller 2004a a.o.).

When focus-sensitive particles have scope over the subject, a cleft construction is
used, as shown in (12).

(12) Subject and focus-sensitive particle

a. Ké
COP

[mo-sadi]F
CL1-woman

fela
only

a
CL1

tli ša-ng
bring-REL

ba-na
CL2-child

se-kolo-ng.
CL7-school-LOC

‘Only THE WOMAN brings the children to school (not the man).’

Preverbal negation cannot have scope over the preverbal subject. In order to negate the
subject, a cleft construction is necessary, as in (13), again indicated by a change in the
subject marker and in verb morphology.
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(13) Subject and focused negation

a. Ga
NEG

se
COP

[mo-šemane]F
CL1-boy

yo
DEM.CL1

a
CL1

rekiš-itše-ng
sell-PST-REL

bo-rotho
CL14-bread

maabane,
yesterday,

ké
COP

[mo-kgalabje]F .
CL1-old.man.

Lit. ‘It wasn’t the boy who sold bread yesterday, it was the old man.’

To sum up, subject and non-subject focus in Northern Sotho is expressed asymmetrically.
Whereas non-subjects are focused in their canonical position, subjects must not be fo-
cused in their canonical preverbal position in Northern Sotho. Instead, they either appear
in a cleft construction or in an impersonal construction.5

2.2.3 Focus on modifiers

The focused information in a sentence can also be the modification of a noun phrase.
Focusing a modified noun follows the same asymmetry established in the preceding sec-
tions. A modified object is focused in situ, whereas a modified subject of a transitive verb
is focused in a cleft sentence.

The data in (14) show question/answer coherence for modified objects. The questions
in (14-i) show that the modifier question word is embedded in an expression in postverbal
position. In the answers, in (14-ii), the modifier providing the new information also ap-
pears postverbally, embedded in a corresponding NP. Examples (14-c,d) are from speech
elicited by means of the questionnaire.

(14) Modified objects in questions and answers

a. (i) O
2

nyaka
look.for

ngaka
CL9.doctor

e-fe?/
CL9-which/

O
2

nyaka
look.for

ngaka
CL9.doctor

ya
POSS.CL9

eng?
what
‘Which doctor are you looking for?’

(ii) Ke
1

nyaka
look.for

[ngaka
CL9.doctor

ya
POSS.CL9

meno]F .
CL6.tooth

‘I am looking for aDENTIST.’
b. (i) O

2
rata
like

le-tšoba
CL5-flower

le
QUAL .CL5

le-fe?
CL5-which

‘Which flowers do you like?’
(ii) Ke

1
rata
like

le-tšoba
CL5.flower

le
QUAL .CL5

[le-hubedu]F .
CL5-red

‘I like RED flowers.’
c. (i) [Naa,

QP
Molatelo
PROP.NAME

o
CL1

na
be

le
with

pherefere
CL9.pepper

e
QUAL .CL9

serolwana?
yellow

‘Does Molatelo have a yellow pepper?’]

5A further possibility of focusing an agent is, of course, by means of passive structures. Passive struc-
tures will not be treated separately here as they are considered to fall under in situ strategies.
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(ii) Aowa,
QP

Molatelo
PROP.NAME

o
CL1

na
be

le
with

pherefere
CL9.pepper

e
QUAL .CL9

[tala]F .
green

‘No, Molatelo has aGREENpepper.’ (QUIS)
d. (i) [Mo-nna

CL1-man
o
CL1

raloka
play

ka
PREP

di-kgwele
CL10-ball

tše
QUAL .CL10

kae?
how.many

‘With how many balls is the man playing?’]
(ii) O

CL1
raloka
play

ka
PREP

kgwele
CL9.ball

e
QUAL .CL9

[tee]F .
CL9.one

‘He is playing with one ball.’ (QUIS)

The data in (15) show focused negation that targets modifiers in objects. Again, the
data show that the focused modifier remains within its NP which appears in its canonical
postverbal position.

(15) Focused negation with modified objects

a. Ga
NEG

ke
1

nyak-e
look.for-NEG

ngaka
CL9.doctor

ya
POSS.CL9

[kgale]F ,
CL9.old

ke
1

nyaka
look.for

ngaka
CL9.doctor

ya
POSS.CL9

[moswa]F .
new

‘I am not looking for anOLD doctor, I am looking for aYOUNG doctor.’
b. Ga

NEG

ke
1

rat-e
like-NEG

ma-ťsoba
CL6-flower

a
QUAL .CL6

[ma-hubedu]F ,
CL6-red

ke
1

rata
like

a
QUAL .CL6

[ma-serolwana]F .
CL6-yellow

‘I don’t like RED flowers, I likeYELLOW ones.’
c. Ga

NEG

ke
1

a
NEG

reka
buy

di-aparo
CL8-clothes

tša
POSS.CL8

[ma-rega]F ,
CL6-winter

ke
1

rek-ile
buy-PST

tša
POSS.CL8

[se-lemo]F .
CL7-summer

‘I didn’t buy WINTER clothes, I boughtSUMMER clothes.’

The data in (16) show modified objects with focus-sensitive particles. The data do not only
show that the focused modifier remains in its canonical postverbal position following the
modified noun, but also that the focus-sensitive particle follows it in linear order.

(16) Modified objects and focus-sensitive particles

a. Ke
1

rata
like

ma-ťsoba
CL6-flower

a
QUAL .CL6

[ma-hubedu]F
CL6-red

fela,
only

e
?

sego
NEG

a
QUAL .CL6

[ma-serolwana]F .
CL6-yellow
‘I only like RED flowers, and notYELLOW ones.’

b. (i) [Naa,
QP

Matome
PROP.NAME

o
CL1

na
be

le
with

pherefere
CL9.pepper

e
QUAL .CL9

hubedu
CL9.red

le
and

e
QUAL .CL9

tala?
CL9.green

‘Does Matome have a red and a green pepper?’]
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(ii) Aowa,
No

Matome
PROP.NAME

o
CL1

na
be

le
with

pherefere
CL9.pepper

e
QUAL .CL9

[tala]F
CL9.green

fela.
only
‘No, Matome has only aGREENpepper.’ (QUIS)

If, however, the focused modifier is part of the logical subject of the sentence, it appears
in a cleft sentence. This is shown by the data in (17) for questions and answers. Again,
the cleft sentence shows all characteristics of relative clauses in Northern Sotho.

(17) Modified subjects in questions/answers

a. (i) Ké
COP

ngaka
CL9.doctor

e-fe
CL9-which

yeo
DEM.CL9

e
CL9

hlahloba-go
examine-REL

mo-setsana?
CL1-girl
‘Which doctor is treating the girl?’

(ii) Ké
COP

ngaka
CL9.doctor

ya
POSS.CL9

[Se-sotho]F
Cl7-Sotho

yeo
DEM.CL9

e
CL9

hlahloba-go
examine-REL

mo-setsana.
CL1-girl

‘The SOTHO doctor is treating the girl.’
b. (i) Ké

COP

mo-tho
CL1-man

o-fe
CL1-which

yo
DEM.CL1

a
CL1

ka
POT

kgona-go
can-REL

go
CL15

reka
buy

ntlo?
CL9.house
‘Which person can afford to buy a house?’

(ii) Ké
COP

mo-tho
CL1-man

yo
DEM.CL1

a
CL1

[humile-go]F
be.rich-REL

yo
DEM.CL1

a
CL1

ka
POT

kgona-go
can-REL

go
CL15

reka
buy

ntlo.
CL9.house

‘The rich person can afford to buy a house.’
c. Ké

COP

ngwana
CL1.child

o-fe
CL1-which

yo
DEM.CL1

a
CL1

ile-go
go.PST-REL

a
CL1

kgona
can

go
CL15

bea
return

le
PREP

di-tamati?
CL10-tomato

‘Which child went and was able to bring back tomatoes?’ (QUIS)
d. Ké

COP

ba-tho
CL2-man

ba
POSS.CL2

ba-kae
CL2-how.many

bao
DEM.CL2

ba
CL2

le-go
be.PST-REL

kopano-ng?
CL9.meeting-LOC

‘How many people were at the meeting?’ (QUIS)

The data in (18) show focused negation which targets the modifier of a logical subject.
Again, the data show that the negated, modified subject NP cannot appear in its canonical
preverbal position, but that it has to appear in a cleft sentence.
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(18) Focused negation with modified subjects

a. Ga
NEG

se
NEG

ngaka
CL9.doctor

ya
POSS.CL9

[Se-kgowa]F
CL7-white.person

yeo
DEM.CL9

e
CL9

hlahloba-go
examine-REL

mo-setsana,
CL1-girl

eup̌sa
but

(ké
COP

ngaka)
CL9.doctor

ya
CL9

[Se-sotho]F .
CL7-Sotho

‘Not the WESTERNdoctor is treating the girl, but the SOTHO doctor.’
b. Ga

NEG

se
NEG

ba-̌semane
CL2-boy

ba
POSS.CL2

go
CL15

[tšwafa]F
be.lazy

bao
DEM.CL2

ba
CL2

rata-go
like-REL

mo-rutǐsi,
CL1-teacher

eup̌sa
but

ké
COP

ba
POSS.CL2

[bo-hlale]F .
CL14-wise

‘Not the LAZY boys like their teacher, but theCLEVER boys.’

The same observation applies to focus-sensitive particles that associate with the modifier
of a logical subject, as shown in (19). The modified subject NP cannot appear in its
canonical preverbal position but has to appear in a cleft sentence.

(19) Focus-sensitive particles with modified subjects

a. Ké
COP

ngaka
CL9.doctor

ya
POSS.CL9

[Se-sotho]F
CL7-Sotho

fela
only

yeo
DEM.CL9

e
CL9

hlahloba-go
examine-REL

mo-setsana.
CL1-girl
‘Only the SOTHO doctor is treating the girl.’ (not the western doctor)

b. Ké
COP

mo-tho
CL1-man

yo
DEM.CL1

a
CL1

[humile-go]F
be.rich-REL

fela
only

yo
DEM.CL1

a
CL1

ka
POT

kgona-go
can-REL

go
CL15

reka
buy

ntlo.
CL9.house

‘Only the RICH person can afford to buy a house.’ (not the average one)
c. Ké

COP

ba-̌semane
CL2-boy

ba
POSS.CL2

[bo-hlale]F
CL14-wise

fela
only

bao
DEM.CL2

ba
CL2

rata-go
like-REL

mo-rutǐsi
CL1-teacher

wa
POSS.CL1

bona.
PRN.CL2

‘Only the CLEVER boys like their teacher.’ (not the lazy ones)

To sum up, the subject/object asymmetry also holds for modified constituents. Focused
modification in objects appears with objects in their canonical position, modification of
logical subjects appears in a cleft construction when focused.

2.2.4 Focus on prepositions

The notion of preposition is difficult to capture in Northern Sotho. There are few monomor-
phemic prepositions as known from English or German. Examples are given in (20-a).
Locatives e.g. can also be expressed by a mere suffix -ng, as shown in (20-b). Fur-
thermore, constructions using the possessive concordga or connectivele, as in (20-c),
correspond to prepositional phrases in English.
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(20) ‘Prepositions’ in Northern Sotho (Ziervogel 1969: 27, 53)

a. (i) ka- ‘by, with’ (instrumental)
(ii) le - ‘to, with’ (associative)
(iii) ga - ‘at’ (locative)

b. (i) O tsena lapeng. - ‘He goes into the yard.’
(ii) O tšwa lapeng. - ‘He comes from the yard.’
(iii) O ya lapeng. -‘He goes to the yard.’

c. (i) godimo ga ntlo- ‘on the house’
(ii) gare ga batho - ‘between the people’
(iii) kgauswi le noka - ‘near the river’

The example in (21) shows corrective focus on the locative. In the English translation,
this corresponds to focus on the preposition. In Northern Sotho, the nounpele- ‘front’ is
contrasted tomorago- ‘behind’. The focused element appears in its canonical postverbal
position. The example has been elicited by means of drawings from the questionnaire.

(21) Focus on ‘preposition’

a. Naa,
QP

mo-hlare
CL3-tree

o
CL3

eme
stand.PST

ka
PREP

pele
front

ga
PREP

ntlo?
CL9.house

‘Is the tree standing in front of the house?’
b. Aowa,

No
mo-hlare
CL3-tree

o
CL3

eme
stand.PST

[ka
PREP

mo-rago
CL18-back

ga]F
PREP

ntlo.
CL9.house

‘No, the tree is standingBEHIND the house.’ (QUIS)

2.2.5 Focus on the verb

Focus on the verb comprises two different notions in languages like English and German.
First, the lexical content of the verb can be questioned or focused, as shown in (22-a) for
English. Second, the truth value of the verb can be questioned or focused (verum focus),
as shown in (22-b).

(22) Verb focus in English

a. (i) What did you do with the cake?
(ii) I ATE it.

b. (i) You didn’t eat the cake, did you?
(ii) Yes, I DID eat the cake.

The focus marking system of Aghem, a Grassfields Bantu language, allows to differentiate
between these notions morphologically (Anderson 1979, Watters 1979). Sentence focus
is shown in (23-a). Deviation from sentence focus is marked by the use of preverbalmáà
for verum focus, as shown in (23-b), or postverbalnó for focus on the lexical content of
the verb, as in (23-c).
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(23) Verb focus in Aghem (Watters 1979: 166, ex. (18c), (18b), (21a))

a. fú
rat

k1́
SM

mÔ
PST

ñ1̀n
run

á
in

k1́-‘bé
compound

‘The rat ran in the compound.’
b. fú

rat
k1́
SM

máà
PST/FOC

ñ1̀n
run

‘The ratDID run.’
c. fú

rat
k1́
SM

mÔ
PST

ñ1̀n
run

nô
FOC

á
in

k1́-‘bé
compound

‘The ratRAN [i.e. did not walk] inside the compound.’

Another strategy for focus on the verb that is found in African languages, especially in
the Kwa languages (e.g. Aboh 2004), is reduplication.

However, in Northern Sotho, both kinds of verb focus are expressed in situ. The data
in (24) illustrate focus on the lexical content of the verb. The verb appears in its canonical
position following the subject (if present).

(24) Verb focus in questions and answers

a. (i) [O
2

dira
do

eng
what

ka
PREP

malome
CL1.uncle

le
and

ma-lekere?
CL6-sweets

‘What are you doing with the uncle and the sweets?’]
(ii) Ke

1
mo
CL1

[nea]F
give

ona.
PRN.CL6

‘I GIVE them to him.’
b. (i) [O

2
opela
sing

mo-nyanye-ng?
CL3-feast-LOC

‘Are you singing at the party?’]
(ii) Aowa,

No
ke
1

[bina]F
dance

mo-nyanye-ng.
CL3-feast-LOC

‘No, I am DANCING at the party.’
c. (i) [O

2
dir-ile
do-PST

eng
what

polase-ng?
CL9.farm-LOC

‘What were you doing at the farm?’]
(ii) Ke

1
[šom-ile]F
work-PST

(polase-ng).
CL9.farm-LOC

‘I was WORKING (at the farm).’

The examples in (25) show that verum focus is also expressed by leaving the verb in its
canonical position. No verb morphology is added.

(25) Verum focus in questions and answers

a. (i) [O
2

be
PST

o
2

ile
go.PST

toropo-ng
CL9.town-LOC

naa?
QP

‘Did you go to town?’]
(ii) Ee,

yes
ke
1

be
PST

ke
1

[ile]F

go.PST

toropo-ng.
CL9.town-LOC

‘Yes, I went to town.’
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b. (i) [Ga
NEG

se
NEG

o
2

human-e
find-NEG

di-buka
CL10-book

naa?
QP

‘Didn’t you find the books?’]
(ii) Aowa,

No
ke
1

di
CL10

[human-e]F
find-PST

di-buka.
CL10-book

‘No, I DID find them, the books.’
c. (i) [Naa

QP
ga
NEG

se
NEG

wa
2

mmona
CL1.see

mo-rena
CL1-mister

Matloga?
PROP.NAME

‘Didn’t you see Mister Matloga?’]
(ii) Aowa,

No
ke
1

[mmona]F .
CL1.see

‘No, I DID see him.’

In the literature, the so-called Present Tense -a- is discussed in connection with focus
marking on the verb. However, as emerges from the examples in (24) and (25), it does
not necessarily appear on the verb when the verb is in focus. For a discussion of Present
Tense -a- in Northern Sotho see the detailed discussion in section 2.5.

2.2.6 Summary

The current section presented data that show that in general, constituents are focused in
situ in Northern Sotho. The focus contexts used for elicitation of the data were ques-
tion/answer pairs, focused negation and focus-sensitive particles.

The examination of focus strategies used with subjects and non-subjects in Northern
Sotho yielded the following three results. First, subjects of intransitive verbs and non-
subjects are focused in situ, i.e. in their base position (which is postverbally in the case
of logical subjects). Second, logical subjects of transitive and ditransitive verbs cannot be
focused in situ, i.e. postverbally, but only by means of a cleft structure. Third, whereas
non-subjects can be focused in their canonical postverbal position, logical subjects can
generally not be focused in their canonical, i.e. preverbal position.

The diverging behavior of different grammatical functions with respect to focus in
canonical position has been referred to as subject/object asymmetry in the literature, and
has also been reported for other African languages. Chapter 4 addresses this third result in
detail by investigating information structural properties of the preverbal subject in North-
ern Sotho. Chapter 5 addresses syntactic restrictions within the VP in Northern Sotho
and thereby provides an account for why with transitive verbs, the logical subject cannot
appear postverbally.

The following section comes back to the first result and investigates if there are alter-
native focus positions in Northern Sotho next to the in situ option. This is interesting, as
designated focus position have been reported for other Bantu languages.

2.3 Alternative syntactic focus positions

Some Bantu languages have been described as discourse-configurational in the literature,
in the sense that information structure determines the primary sentence articulation. Mo-
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rimoto (2000) has shown that the status of topichood determines if a constituent acts as
the grammatical subject in the Bantu languages Kirundi and Kinyarwanda. Downing et al.
(2004) have claimed for the Bantu language Chichewa that information structure deter-
mines word order, as focused or otherwise prominent elements occur in sentence-initial
position. In other studies, it has been proposed that a designated position is reserved
for the focused element, either in left-peripheral, immediately postverbal or clause-final
position.

This section investigates if for non-subjects such a designated syntactic focus position
can be postulated for Northern Sotho in addition to the in situ variant presented in the
preceding sections. Eventually, it argues that there is no designated focus position in
Northern Sotho, not even as an alternative focus strategy.

2.3.1 Left-peripheral focus position

For Kilega, a Bantu language spoken in the Democratic Republic of Congo, a left pe-
ripheral position forwh-phrases has been reported, next to the familiar in situ option
(Carstens 2005, referring back to Kinyalolo 1991). An example is given in (26), whereby
(26-a) shows the in situ form, and (26-b) shows the variant with thewh-expression at the
left periphery.

(26) Left-peripheral questions in Kilega (Carstens 2005: 220, ex. (1))

a. Bábo
CL2.that

b́ıkulu
CL2.woman

b-á-kás-́ılé
CL2-DV-give-PERF

mwáḿı
CL1.chief

bikı́
CL8.what

mu-mẃılo?
CL18-CL3.village
‘What did those women give the chief in the village?’

b. Bikı́
CL8.what

bi-á-kás-́ılé
CL8-DV-give-PST

bábo
CL2.that

b́ıkulu
CL2.woman

mwáḿı
CL1.chief

mu-mẃılo?
CL18-CL3.village
‘What did those women give the chief in the village?’

When the objectwh-phrase appears in the left periphery, as in (26-b), it agrees with the
verb in noun class features. In referring back to the study by Nsuka (1982), Carstens
(2005) reports that further 70 Bantu languages show a parallel pattern of word order and
agreement, and in 34 other Bantu languages a “raised operator controls agreement on a
right-adjacent element other than the verb” (Carstens 2005: 220).

Although the Kilega pattern is considered representative for Bantu languages in gen-
eral, it is interesting to note, that this pattern is excluded for Northern Sotho. This is
shown in the example in (27). Neither a left-peripheral objectwh-word which does not
agree with the following verb, as in (27-a), nor a left-peripheral objectwh-word which
does agree with the following verb, as in (27-b), is grammatical in Northern Sotho.
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(27) Ungrammatical questions

a. *Mang
who

le
2.PL

bona?
see

Intended: ‘Who do you see?’
b. *Eng

what
e
CL9

reka
buy

mo-sadi?
CL1-woman

Intended: ‘What is the woman buying?’

For the Bantu languages Kikuyu and Kitharaka, another type of left-peripheral focus con-
struction has been reported. The focused constituent appears in sentence initial position
and is preceded by a focus particle. In contrast to Kilega, the preposed constituent does
not show agreement with the verb. For Kikuyu, the left-peripheral focus construction,
(28-b), is contrasted to the in situ construction in (28-a) (for Kitharaka see Muriungi, to
appear).

(28) Left-peripheral questions in Kikuyu (Schwarz 2003: 55)

a. Abdul
PROP.NAME

a-ra-nyu-ir-e
SM-T-drink-ASP-FV

kee?
what

b. ne-kee
FOC-what

Abdul
PROP.NAME

a-ra-nyu-ir-e?
SM-T-drink-ASP-FV

‘What did Abdul drink?’

The construction in (28-b) is reminiscent of cleft constructions in this language. What
is described as a focus particle is also used as the copula in certain cases. Moreover,
tonal changes on the verb indicate that the verb form corresponds to verb forms which
are used in subordinate clauses. However, Clements (1984a) and Schwarz (2003) argue
convincingly that synchronically the construction in (28-b) must be considered a focus
construction. Evidence for this claim comes from topicalization, multiple questions and
locative focus (for a detailed discussion see Schwarz 2003: 77ff). Heine & Reh (1984) ar-
gue that in African languages, focus constructions often developed out of cleft sentences.

Sabel & Zeller (to appear) follow a similar approach for the Nguni languages, which
are the southern neighbor of the Sotho languages. They assume an ex situ focus position in
these languages which they claim is derived from declarative sentences via movement. An
example is given in (29-a) for the in situ structure and in (29-b) for the ex situ alternative
in Zulu.

(29) Left-peripheral questions in Zulu (Sabel & Zeller to appear, ex. (2))

a. U-bona
2-see

ubani?
what

b. Ng-ubani
COP-who

o-m-bona-yo?
2-CL1-see-REL

‘Who do you see?’

Like in Kikuyu, the focus particle in (29-b) is identical to the copula. The verb mor-
phology mirrors that the verb form appears in a subordinate sentence. In addition, the
subject marker on the subordinate verb shows characteristics of relative pronouns, and
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the fronted object is taken up by an object marker on the verb. In sum, synchronically the
construction in (29-b) shows all properties of a cleft construction followed by a relative
clause.

A transparent cleft construction as a focussing strategy similar to (29-b), is also found
in Northern Sotho. Research has shown that its semantic meaning differs from in situ
structures (a distinction of meaning with in and ex situ constructions has also been shown
for Kitharaka (Muriungi, to appear)). Therefore, it is not considered an alternative to the
in situ focusing strategy and will be dealt separately in chapter 5.

To sum up, Northern Sotho does not show an alternative focus position at the left
periphery, as has been reported for other Bantu languages. It emerged from the data in this
chapter that focus only occurs postverbally in Northern Sotho. Therefore, the following
two subsections investigate if a fixed focus position can be assumed in the postverbal
domain.

2.3.2 Immediately postverbal focus position

For Aghem, a Western Grassfields Bantu language spoken in Cameroon, it has been
shown that the discourse-new constituent appears in immediately postverbal position. The
basic word order, as given in (30-a), changes from SVOX in order to accommodate the
contrastively focused constituent or thewh-pronoun in immediately postverbal position.
Data are given in (30-b) for subject focus and in (30-c) for focus on the applied object.

(30) Focus in Aghem (Watters 1979: 152f, ex. (39a), (41a, b))

a. f 1́l
friends

á
SM

mÒ
PST

z´O
˙
m

sing
nzàn
Nzan

â
for

bàPtòm
chief

‘The friends sang Nzan for the chief.’
b. à

DS
mÒ
PST

z´O
˙
m

sing
á-f́1n
friends

nzàn
Nzan

â
for

bàPtòm
chief

‘The FRIENDSsang Nzan for the chief.’
c. f 1́l

friends
á
SM

mÒ
PST

z´O
˙
m

sing
â
for

bàPtóm
chief

nzàn
Nzan

‘The friends sang Nzan for theCHIEF.’

In their cross-linguistic overview of focus constructions, Drubig and Schaffar (2001) cite
the Bantu language Kimatuumbi as a language with postverbal focus. The example is
reproduced in (31).

(31) Postverbal focus in Kimatuumbi (Odden 1984: 291f)
Umukú
Umuku

akatae
3s.cut

[kaámba]F
rope

‘Ukumu was cuttingROPE.’

The evidence for the focus position in Kimatuumbi based on the example in (31) is far
from conclusive. Data from object focus in transitive verbs alone do not allow to draw
conclusions regarding a focus position in the respective language. In the case of (31),
postverbal, clause-final and sentence-final position coincide (which is, by the way, already
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implied in the rather vague terminology of ‘final’ position used by Drubig & Schaffar
2001).

For the Sotho languages, Demuth & Mmusi (1997) argue for an immediately postver-
bal focus position. They base their claim on inferences: In transitive sentences, a subject
cannot appear postverbally (in an impersonal construction) as this creates competition of
subject and object for the postverbal focus position.

For Northern Sotho, the data presented in section 2.2 have already shown that the focus
position for non-subjects is not verb-adjacent, but really in situ. This was illustrated by
means of double object constructions in which the position of awh-word is dependent on
the underlying structure, which is determined by aspects other than information structure
(e.g. thematic hierarchies or person hierarchies) in Northern Sotho (see Hyman & Duranti
1982, Demuth et al. 2005). The examples in (32) repeat the relevant data.

The example in (32-a) shows the basic order of two objects in double object construc-
tions. The beneficiary precedes the patient. If one of the object constituents is questioned,
it can only be questioned in situ, as shown in (32-b,d). The data in (32-c, e) show illicit
structures where thewh-word does not appear in its underlying position. Example (32-f)
is taken from the Northern Sotho corpus.

(32) Double object constructions in Northern Sotho

a. O
CL1

fa
give

mo-kgalabje
CL1-old.man

se-hlare.
CL7-medicine

‘He gives the old man medicine.’
b. O

CL1
fa
give

mo-kgalabje
CL1-old.man

eng?
what

‘What does he give the old man?’
c. *O

CL1
fa
give

eng
what

mo-kgalabje?
CL1-old.man

‘What does he bring the old man?’
d. O

CL1
tli š-eťsa
bring-PST

mang
who

se-hlare?
CL7-medicine

‘Whom does he bring medicine?’
e. *O

CL1
tli š-eťsa
bring-PST

se-hlare
CL7-medicine

mang?
who

‘Whom does he bring the medicine?’
f. Ke

1
tla
FUT

bea
put.down

mang
who

mo-lato,
CL3-problem

Letau
PROP.NAME

goba
or

Lekgau?
PROP.NAME

‘Whom will I put the blame on, Letau or Lekgau?’ (Corpus, B2001)

Ungrammatical examples emerge when the word order of object and adverbial is ex-
changed, as shown in (33) for temporal and locative adverbials.

(33) Ungrammatical questions for non-subjects

a. *O
2

bona
see

neng
when

mo-sadi?
CL1-woman

Intended: ‘When do you see the woman?’
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b. *O
2

hlakana
meet

kae
where

le
PREP

mo-kgalabje?
CL1-old.man

Intended: ‘Where do you meet the old man?’

In sum, investigation of double object constructions show that there is no immediately
postverbal focus position in Northern Sotho, not even as an alternative focus position.

2.3.3 Clause-final focus position

Cross-linguistically, focus often occurs in peripheral position. Focus in the left periph-
ery was illustrated above. Work on Romance languages has shown that these languages
display clause-final focus (Zubizaretta 1994, 1998, Belletti & Shlonsky 1995, Frascarelli
2000, Samek-Lodovici 2005). The relevant data are given in (34), whereby the context
questions are given in square brackets.

(34) Clause-final focus in Italian

a. (Samek-Lodovici 2005: 703, ex. (23))
(i) [What did you plant in the garden?]
(ii) Ho

have.1SG

piantato
planted

in
in

giardino
garden

un
an

[MELO]F .
apple.tree

‘I planted anAPPLE TREEin the garden.’
b. (Samek-Lodovici 2005: 703, ex. (22))

(i) [Who won the race?]
(ii) L’

it
ha
has

vinta
won

[GIANNI ]F .
John

‘JOHN won it.’
c. (Samek-Lodovici 2005: 704, ex. (25))

(i) [Who has drunk the wine?]
(ii) Lo

it
ha
has

bevuto
drunk

[GIANNI ]F ,
John

il
the

vino.
wine

‘John drank it, the wine.’

The focused constituent appears in final position even if the basic word order is otherwise,
as shown in (34-a). The data in (34-b) show that if the subject is focused it appears
postverbally in final position. The example in (34-c) is there to show that the crucial
position is clause-final and not sentence-final, as right dislocated elements follow the
focused constituent.

Also for the Bantu language Dzamba, a sentence-final focus position has been reported
(Bokamba 1976). An example is given in (35), whereby (35-a) shows the normal SVO
word order, and (35-b) shows sentence-final focus.

(35) Sentence-final focus in Dzamba (Bokamba 1976: 158, ex. (35b))

a. oPoso
PROP.NAME

a-tom-el-́aki
sent-to/for

oMusa
PROP.NAME

mwenzi
message

loome.
today

‘Poso sent Musa a message today.’
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b. oPoso
PROP.NAME

a-tom-el-́aki
sent-to/for

oMusa
PROP.NAME

loome
today

nde?
what

‘What did Poso send to Musa today?’

For Northern Sotho, it can be observed that the focused constituent often appears in
clause-final position. This is due to the application of deletion, pronominalization and
dislocation processes which target discourse-old constituent with the result that the fo-
cused constituent ends up clause-finally. These processes will be exemplified in more
detail in section 2.4 of this chapter. A clause-final focus position is further suggested
by the occurrence of the impersonal construction, which also places a narrowly focused
logical subject in clause-final position. The data are repeated in (36) from section 2.2.

(36) Northern Sotho

a. [Who is coming?]
b. Go

CL17
tla
come

[mo-n:na]F .
CL1-man

‘There comes aMAN .’

Cases of right-dislocation in (37) show that the position must be clause-final, and not
sentence-final.

(37) a. [What do you give the uncle?]
Ke
1

mo
CL1

nea
give

[ma-leke:re]F
CL6-sweets

malo:me.
CL1.uncle

Lit. ‘I give him SWEETS, the uncle.’

Recent approaches to focus in Italian motivate the appearance of the focused constituent
in clause-final position by the prosodic properties of this language (Cinque 1993, Zu-
bizaretta 1998, Szendröi 2001, Samek-Lodovici 2005). Stress is rightmost in Italian.
Consequently, if the focused constituent must be stressed (Jackendoff 1972, Selkirk 1984
a.o.), it has to appear in a position where it can receive prominence. (See also chapter 1
for a detailed treatment of focus in Italian within OT.)

Also in Northern Sotho, the clause-final position is a position of prominence. This can
be argued for on the basis of both phonetics and phonology. Phonetically, the penultimate
syllable of the clause-final word is lengthened, and duration is a correlate of accent also in
intonation-only languages. Phonologically, Bantu languages show accentual properties in
their tone systems. Culminativity, positional restrictions and tone/accent interactions are
considered diagnostic of accentual tonal systems. For a detailed discussion see chapter 3.

However, a postulation of a designated clause-final focus position in Northern Sotho
cannot be upheld for a variety of reasons.

First, a focused verb might not always occur in clause-final position. With ditransitive
verbs, morphosyntactic reduction of both discourse-old objects is excluded because of
morphological restrictions on the verbal template which allow only one object marker in
Northern Sotho. This is shown in (38).6

6Bantu languages vary with respect to how many object clitics are allowed. Whereas Swahili, Bemba,
Chichewa, Nsenga, Swati, and Herero do not allow multiple object markers, Chaga, Haya, and Tswana
allow more than one object marker to appear in the verbal template (overview taken from Marten et al.
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(38) a. [O
2

direga
do

eng
what

ka
with

mo-nna
CL1-man

le
and

se-notlelo?
CL7-key

‘What are you doing with the man and the key?’]
b. (i) *Ke

1
a
-A-

mo
CL1

se
CL7

faF .
give

Intended: ‘I am giving it to him.’
(ii) *Ke

1
a
-A-

se
CL7

mo
CL1

faF .
give

Intended: ‘I am giving it to him.’

The strict SVO word order in Bantu languages does not allow movement of focused con-
stituents into clause-final position with the objective to receive prominence there. This is
shown by means of elicited data in (39-a) and (39-b), which correspond to the examples
from Italian above. Consequently, we find focused constituents non-finally, as also the
data from natural speech in (39-c, d, e) show.

(39) a. (i) [‘What is the old man planting in the garden?’]
(ii) Mo-kgalabje

CL1-old.man
o
CL1

jwala
plant

[mo-hlare]F
CL3-tree

se-rape-ng.
CL7-garden-LOC

‘The old man is planting aTREE in the garden.’
(iii) *Mo-kgalabje o jwala serapeng [mohlare]F .

b. (i) [‘What did you eat yesterday?’]
(ii) Ke

1
j-ele
eat-PST

[namune]F
CL9.orange

maabane.
yesterday

‘I ate anORANGE yesterday.’
(iii) *Ke jele maabane [namune]F .

c. (i) [Naa
QP

mo-̌semane
CL1-boy

o
CL1

dula
sit

ka
PREP

gare
front

ga
PREP

ntlo
CL9.house

e
QUAL .CL9

botse
nice

e
QUAL .CL9

kgolo
big

e
QUAL .CL9

tala?
green

‘Is the boy sitting in front of a nice, big, green house?’]
(ii) Aowa,

no
mo-nna
CL1-man

o
CL1

dula
sit

ka
PREP

gare
front

ga
PREP

ntlo
CL9.house

e
QUAL .CL9

[hubedu]F
CL9.red

e
QUAL .CL9

kgolo.
big

‘No, the boy is sitting in front of a big,RED house.’ (QUIS)
d. Mpša

CL9.dog
e
CL9

na
be

le
with

eng
what

mo-lole-ng
CL3-neck-LOC

wa
POSS.CL3

yona?
DEM.CL9

‘What does the dog have around his neck?’ (QUIS)

2005). Northern Sotho, though being closely related to Tswana, allows only one object marker in the verbal
template.
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e. Mo-nna
CL1-man

o
CL1

swere
hold.PST

mo-eta
CL3-bucket

le
with

hlapi
CL9.fish

gomme
then

o
CL1

[tšea]F
take

hlapi
CL9.fish

o
CL1

e
CL9

fa
give

mo-sadi.
CL1-woman

‘The man holds a bucket and a fish, then heTAKES the fish (and) gives it to
the woman.’ (QUIS)

In the case of (39-e) there is no ambiguity if ‘fish’ were left out, as there would be in
English, as ‘bucket’ and ‘fish’ belong to different noun classes in Northern Sotho.

Also the grammatical subject cannot be moved into clause-final position if focused.
This is shown in (40).

(40) [ ‘Who is dancing?’]

a. Go
CL17

bina
dance

[ba-sadi]F .
CL2-woman

‘There areWOMEN dancing.’
b. *Ba bina [ba-sadi]F .

Though the subject can appear postverbally in Northern Sotho in an impersonal con-
struction, as illustrated in (40-a), movement of the subject into clause-final position is
excluded, as shown in (40-b). That the construction in (40-b) is derived by movement can
be seen from the agreement pattern on the verb. The logical subject does not agree with
the verb in (40-a), hence class-17 agreement is displayed. In (40-b), the postposed subject
does agree with the verb in noun class features.

In sum, morphological and syntactic requirements in Northern Sotho are stronger than
the prosodic necessity to have the focused constituent in a position where it receives
prominence. The examples presented in this subsection have shown that there is no evi-
dence for a fixed clause-final focus position in Northern Sotho.

2.3.4 Summary

The data and discussion in this section have shown that there is no alternative syntac-
tic position for focused non-subjects in Northern Sotho, neither at the left-periphery nor
immediately postverbally nor clause-finally. A designated syntactic focus position for
Northern Sotho therefore has to be rejected. Thereby, Northern Sotho differs from other
Bantu languages like Kilega, Kikuyu, Aghem, Chichewa and Dzamba for which such a
designated focus position has been described.

Consequently, the general claim that all Bantu languages are discourse-configurational
languages cannot be upheld, as sentence articulation is primarily determined by morpho-
logical and syntactic requirements in Northern Sotho, not by focus, as has been shown in
this section. These data are meant to show that there is no syntactic focus marking for
non-subjects in Northern Sotho.

Although it is important to note that there is no designated focus position in North-
ern Sotho, it also important to understand why the immediately postverbal position or
the clause-final position have been reported as designated syntactic positions for focused
constituents in the literature on languages like Northern Sotho. The reason lies in the ob-
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servation that focused constituents often occur in one of these positions (an example from
the literature has been given in (31) where these two notions even coincide). Importantly,
however, focused constituents do not appear in these positions because of movement, as
shown in this section, but because non-F-marked constituents underlie certain processes
such as deletion, pronominalization, and dislocation.

The next section therefore presents the processes that lead focused constituents to
occur in one of these postverbal positions. It also outlines how the processes can be
accounted for in grammar without assuming that they apply with the objective to place
the focused constituent in either immediately postverbal or clause-final position.

Moreover, although syntactic focus marking for non-subjects could not be established
for Northern Sotho, this does not imply that there are no grammatical reflexes of informa-
tion structure in a Northern Sotho utterance. The next section shows how non-F-marked
elements are the target of (morpho-)syntactic processes that decode the information struc-
ture of an utterance in Northern Sotho.

2.4 Grammatical reflexes of information structure

The information structuring of an utterance has consequences for syntax, morphosyntax,
and thereby also for morphology in Northern Sotho. However, it is not F-marking that
triggers grammatical changes. Rather, constituents that are given in discourse are the tar-
get of (morpho-)syntactic processes, such as deletion, pronominalization, and dislocation.

The current section presents data on deletion, pronominalization, and dislocation in
Northern Sotho. Although these processes often conspire to place the focused constituent
in clause-final position, we have seen from the preceding section that the clause-final
position is no designated focus position in Northern Sotho. Consequently, the occurrence
of these processes cannot be accounted for by the need of the focused constituent to
appear in this syntactic position where it receives prominence (as proposed for Italian).
This section also outlines how the application of these processes can be accounted for by
general pragmatic and discourse-pragmatic principles.

2.4.1 Deletion and pronominalization

Deletion

Deletion is a phonosyntactic process. Deletion occurs in syntactically and/or semantically
identical structures and targets discourse-old constituents. In the following examples, the
context question indicates the focus structure of the answer. Example (41-a) illustrates
deletion of the discourse-old verb, (41-b) deletion of verb and adverbial, and (41-c) illus-
trates deletion of the adverbial only.

(41) Deletion

a. (i) [O
2

mema
invite

mang?
who

‘Who do you invite?’]
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(ii) [Mo-hu:mi]F
CL1-rich.person
‘The RICH PERSON.’

b. (i) [O
2

rema
chop

eng
what

mosegare?
midday

‘What do you chop at day?’]
(ii) [Mo-ru:la]F

CL3-marula
‘The MARULA TREE.’

c. (i) [O
2

nwa
drink

eng
what

labone?
four.times

‘What do you drink for the fourth time?’]
(ii) Ke

1
nwa
drink

[mo:-re]F .
CL3-medicine

‘I drink MEDICINE.’

Deletion of postverbal discourse-old material results in the focused constituent being
clause-final in the examples in (41). In the examples in (41-a, b) the focused constituent
is the only constituent in the answer (term answer), therefore appearing automatically in
clause-final position. Also in example (41-c), the focused constituent appears in clause-
final position.

Pronominalization

Pronominalization is considered a grammatical reflex of information structure as it applies
to discourse-old objects. Pronominalization is a morphosyntactic process. It refers to the
substitution of full NPs by pronouns. Whereas subjects and adjuncts can be deleted in
Northern Sotho, object arguments cannot be deleted. They are pronominalized either as
an object marker in the verbal template or by so-called absolute pronouns.

As the context question in (42-a) indicates, the objectlee- ‘egg’ is given in discourse.
However, an object cannot be deleted, as shown by the ungrammaticality of the example
in (42-b). If an object is deleted, an object agreement marker of the respective class
appears on the verb, as shown in (42-c). The object marker agrees with the object noun it
refers to in noun class features.

(42) Pronominalization

a. [O
2

dir-ile
do-PST

eng
what

ka
with

le-e?
CL5-egg

‘What are you doing with the egg?’]
b. *Ke

1
[j-ele]F .
eat-PST

c. Ke
1

le:
CL5

[jele]F .
eat-PST

‘I ATE it.’

Pronominalization of discourse-old objects results in positioning the focused constituent
clause-finally in the example in (42).
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Further examples for object pronominalization are provided in (43). The examples
show the substitution of the object by an object marker in transitive structures with new
information focus, (43-a), substituting the beneficiary, (43-c), or patient argument, (43-d)
in ditransitive structures, or the substitution of the object in transitive structures followed
by a temporal adverbial (43-d). Examples (43-e, f) are taken from the questionnaire.

(43) Further examples of object pronominalization

a. (i) [O
2

dira
do

eng
what

ka
with

mo-rwalo?
CL3-load

‘What are you doing with the load?’]
(ii) Ke

1
a
-a-

o
CL3

[rwa:la]F .
carry

‘I CARRY it.’
b. (i) [O

2
nea
give

mang
who

le-e?
CL5-egg

‘Whom are you giving an egg?’]
(ii) Ke

1
le
CL5

nea
give

[na:re]F .
CL9.buffalo

‘I am giving it to aBUFFALO.’
c. (i) [O

2
nea
give

malome
CL1.uncle

eng?
what

‘What do you give to the uncle?’]
(ii) Ke

1
mo
CL1

nea
give

[ma-leke:re]F .
CL6-sweets

‘I give him SWEETS.’
d. (i) [O

2
rema
chop

mo-rula
CL3-marula

neng?
when

‘When do you chop the marula tree?’]
(ii) Ke

1
o
CL3

rema
chop

[mose:gare]F .
midday

‘I chop it at MIDDAY .’
e. [Ke

1
hweťsa
find

se-̌supanako.]
CL7-watch

O
2

se
CL7

utswiťse.
steal.PST

‘I found the watch. You stole it.’ (QUIS)
f. Mo-nna

CL1-man
o
CL1

swere
hold.PST

mo-eta
CL3-bucket

le
with

hlapi
CL9.fish

gomme
and

o
CL1

tšea
take

hlapi
CL9.fish

o
CL1

e
CL9

fa
give

mo-sadi.
CL1-woman

‘The man is holding a bucket with a fish, then he takes the fish and gives it
to the woman.’ (QUIS)

Ditransitive structures are the context in which, contrary to what has been stated above,
deletion of an argument is possible in Bantu languages. However, only the object bearing
the thematic role of patient can be deleted, as shown in (44).
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(44) a. [O
2

direga
do

eng
what

ka
with

mo-nna
CL1-man

le
and

se-notlelo?]
CL7-key

‘What are you doing with the man and the key?’
b. (i) Ke

1
a
-A-

mo:
CL1

[fa]F .
give

Lit.: ‘I GIVE him.’
(ii) *Ke

1
a
-A-

se:
CL7

[fa]F .
give

Intended: ‘I give it.’

The asymmetrical behavior of the two objects with respect to object deletion is related to
the asymmetrical behavior of objects in double object constructions more generally (see
Dryer 1986 for primary and secondary objects cross-linguistically). The phenomenon in
(44) is related to ‘indefinite object deletion’ in other Bantu languages (Baker 1992). Baker
(1992) and Alsina & Mchombo (1993) show that an object can be deleted in instrumental
constructions, but not in benefactive constructions. Also in the case of Northern Sotho,
illustrated in (44), the theme but not the benefactive can be deleted. However, the issue of
object deletion awaits further research.

Pronominalization and deletion of discourse-old constituents conspire to the frequent
occurrence of focused constituents in clause-final position. This is the case in all the
examples cited above. However, as has been shown in section 2.3.3, the occurrence of the
focused constituents in clause-final position is by no means obligatory.

Account

The application of deletion and pronominalization can therefore not be motivated by the
requirement that a focused constituents must appear in a syntactic position where it can
receive prominence. Instead, it can independently be motivated by cognitive principles.
The difference between deletion and pronominalizaion is guided by syntactic require-
ments. Arguments cannot be deleted as they thereby violate the subcategorization frame
of the verb. However, the cognitive principles that apply to discourse-old adverbs and
arguments are the same. They can be captured by the Gricean conversational maxims.7

The overview follows Marten’s (2002) presentation of the development of Relevance
Theory (Sperber & Wilson 1995) that took the work of Grice as its historic antecedent.
Grice (1975/1989: 26-27) proposes that some aspects of communication involve inference
on the part of the hearer, so that, in addition to decoding the meaning of sentences, hearers
derive implicatures in interpretation to establish the full meaning of an utterance. The
inferential aspects of interpretation follow, according to Grice, from the assumption that
certain conversational rules are being obeyed by speakers and hearers. In particular, Grice
proposes that communication is governed by a co-operative principle, which instructs
speakers as follows: ‘Make your conversational contribution such as is required, at the
stage at which it occurs, by the accepted purpose or direction of the talk exchange in

7As this is no thesis on discourse-pragmatics, the basic idea is solely sketched out. No space is devoted
to criticsm of the Gricean approach and to further developments (a.o. Levinson 1983, Sperber & Wilson
1995, Levinson 2000).
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which you are engaged’ (Grice 1975/1989: 268). The principle can be further specified
by a number of rules, grouped under four ‘maxims’. Grice proposes the following rules:

(45) Grice’s Maxims of Conversation

a. Maxims of quantity
(i) Make your contribution as informative as is required (for the current

purpose of the exchange).
(ii) Do not make your contribution more informative than is required.

b. Maxims of quality
Supermaxim: Try to make your contribution one that is true. [...]

c. Maxim of relation
Be relevant.

d. Maxims of manner
Supermaxim: Be perspicuous. [...]

To illustrate one relevant maxim by means of an example, consider (46) where A ad-
dresses B who is passing by.

(46) Maxim of relation (Grewendorf et al. 1987)
A: ‘I am running out of petrol.’
B: ‘There is a petrol station around the corner.’

B would not be considered co-operative, if the petrol station were closed and s/he knew
about it. In this case, B had violated the maxim of relation ‘Be relevant’.

The maxims of conversations that relate to the deletion and pronominalization of
discourse-old material in the establishment of linguistic meaning are the maxim of quan-
tity (45-a) and maxim of relation (45-c). By reducing discourse-old information in an
unambigious context, the contribution is as informative as required without providing un-
necessary information, whereby the utterance is relevant. Grice (1975/1989: 26) points
out potential problems in connection with the maxims. Of relevance here is his conces-
sion with respect to the second maxim. Overinformativeness could be viewed not as a
violation of the co-operative principle but merely as a waste of time. He answers that

“such overinformativeness may be confusing in that it is liable to raise side
issues; and there may also be an indirect effect, in that the hearers may be
misled as a result of thinking that there is some particular point [emphasis
PG] in the provision of the excess of information. However this may be,
there is perhaps a different reason for doubt about the admission of this sec-
ond maxim, namely that its effect will be secured by a later maxim, which
concerns relevance.” (Grice 1975/1989: 26)

The maxims have been criticized for their vagueness and for the overlap between them
(Sperber & Wilson 1995). Furthermore, it remains unclear from the original formulation
of the maxims which status they have in linguistic or cognitive theory, if they are learnt
or innate, universal or culture-specific. Sperber & Wilson argue further that inference

8The page numbers refer to the 1989 edition.
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plays a role not only in finding out what has been implied but also in establishing what
has been said in the first place, i.e. inference is required even for the establishment of
linguistic meaning, in addition to the establishment of inferences drawn from it. The role
of inferential reasoning in the establishment of what has been said, as opposed to what
has been implied, includes cases of ambiguity resolution and reference assignment where
notably pronominal elements underdetermine their encoded content.

I leave it to the relevant fields of pragmatics to work out how deletion and pronominal-
ization optimize an utterance with respect to speaker-hearer communication. The starting
point has been sketched out in relating these two processes to discourse-pragmatics rather
than the prosody-syntax interface. Therefore, deletion and pronominalization can be ac-
counted for independently of focus syntax.

2.4.2 Dislocation

Data

Discourse-old constituents can be dislocated to the left and right sentence periphery in
Northern Sotho. With arguments, the object marker obligatorily has to appear on the
verb.

Constituents can be left-dislocated to sentence-initial position. Examples are given in
(47-a) for a temporal adverbial and in (47-c) for an object. With objects, the object marker
has to co-occur.

(47) Left-dislocation

a. (i) [O
2

dira
do

eng
what

bjale?
now

‘What are you doing now?’]
(ii) Bjale,

now
ke
1

a:
-A-

[nwa]F .
drink

‘I am DRINKING now.’
b. Se-topo se o se lefa ka eng?

CL7-corpseCL7 2 CL7 pay PREPwhat
‘What do you use to pay for this corpse?’ (Lit. ‘This corpse, you pay it with
what?’) (corpus, D1821)

Left-dislocated constituents are discourse-old constituents. They cannot be new informa-
tion. This is shown in (48) by means of the question and answer context.

(48) a. [O
2

nea
give

mo-lamo
CL1-brother

namane
CL9.calf

neng?
when

‘When do you give the brother-in-law a calf?’
b. *[Mosegare]F ,

midday
ke
1

mo
CL1

nea
give

namane.
CL9.calf

That left-dislocated constituents must be known in discourse is also shown by means
of example (49), where an absolute pronoun appears left-dislocated. Pronouns are by
definition given in discourse.
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(49) Left-dislocated pronoun
Lehlakosana,
PROP.NAME

lona
CL5.DEM

o
2

le
CL5

fa
give

mang?
who

‘Lehlakosana, whom do you give it?’ (corpus, B0741)

Left-dislocation has frequently been discussed in the literature on Bantu languages (see
e.g. Giv́on 1976, Morolong & Hyman 1977, Wald 1979, Hyman & Duranti 1982, Bresnan
& Mchombo 1987, Demuth & Johnson 1989, Demuth 1989, van der Spuy 1993, Baker
2003, Zeller 2004b). Own research has shown that in Northern Sotho, left dislocation
bears a special discourse meaning. Constituents occur at the left sentence-periphery which
are emphasized, either as being contrasted (50-a), or noteworthy (50-b), or as setting a
frame (50-c). Remember that emphasis has to be differentiated from focus, as focused
constituents are not allowed in this position. Crucially, only discourse-old constituents
can occur in the left sentence-periphery. Examples are given in (50).

(50) Left dislocation in Northern Sotho

a. Contrast
(i) Mosegare

midday
ngwana
CL1.child

o
CL1

duťse
sit.PST

go-dimo
CL16-above

go
CL16

le-gogwa
CL5-mat

o
CL1

swere
hold.PST

le-pidipidi.
CL5-duck

‘During the day, the child sits on the mat and holds a duck.’ (QUIS)
(ii) Bošego

evening
ngwana
CL1.child

o
CL1

duťse
sit.PST

go-dimo
CL16-above

go
CL16

le-gogwa
CL5-mat

o
CL1

swere
hold.PST

hlapi.
CL9.fish

‘In the evening, the child sits on the mat and holds a fish.’ (QUIS)
b. Noteworthy

(i) La
CL5.POSS

ka
1PERSPR

le-thabo
CL5-happiness

ga
NEG

ke
1

tseb-e
know-NEG

gore
that

n-ka
1-POT

le
CL5

lekanťsa
compare

le
with

eng.
what

[...]

‘My happiness, I don’t know what I can compare it to.’ (corpus,
D3141)

(ii) Bjalo
now

se-thunya
CL7-gun

o
2

be
PROG

a
2

tlo
FUT

se
CL7

fi-wa
give-PASS

ke
PREP

kgǒsi.
CL9.chief

Lit. ‘Now, the gun, you will be given it by the chief.’ (Makwala
1958: 11)
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c. Frame setting
(i) Ka

in
ntlo-ng
house-LOC

go
CL17

na
be

le
with

ngwana
CL1.child

wa
POSS.CL1

mo-̌semane.
CL1-boy

‘In the house there is a boy.’ (QUIS)
(ii) Tšaťsi

day
le
CL5

le-ngwe
CL5-other

mo-sadi
CL1-woman

a
CL1

re
?

a
CL1

na
be

le
with

ba-na
CL2-child

ba
POSS.CL2

gagwe
CL1.PERSPRN

ba
QUAL .CL2

ba-raro.
CL2-three

[...]

Lit. ‘One day, there was a woman with three children.’ (QUIS)

Next to left-dislocation also dislocation to the right sentence periphery is grammatical in
Northern Sotho. Again, with dislocated objects, the object marker has to appear on the
verb, as in (51-a) and (51-b).

(51) a. (i) [O
2

bala
read

nonwane?
CL9.story

‘Are you reading a story?’]
(ii) Aowa,

no
ke
1

a
-A-

e
CL9

[ngwa:la]F ,
write

nonwa:ne.
CL9.story

Lit. ‘No, I am WRITING it, the story.’
b. (i) [O

2
rema
chop

mo-rula
CL3-marula

neng?
when

‘When do you chop the marula tree?’]
(ii) Ke

1
o
CL3

rema
chop

[mosega:re]F ,
midday

mo-ru:la.
CL3-marula

Lit. ‘I chop it at MIDDAY , the marula tree.’

Right dislocation is similar to left dislocation in that the dislocated constituent crucially
represents discourse-old information. This is shown by the ungrammaticality of the ques-
tion in (52-b), in which the object marker is meant to be coreferent with the object
question-word.

(52) a. O
2

nyaka
look.for

mang?
who

‘Who are you looking for?’
b. *O

2
mo
CL1

nyaka
look.for

mang?
who

Right dislocation differs from left dislocation in its discourse-pragmatic meaning, how-
ever. According to Giv́on (1975, 1976), the right-dislocated constituent is interpreted
as afterthought in English as well as the Bantu language Rwanda. This implies that the
speaker first decides to use mere anaphoric pronominalization assuming that the hearer
can retrieve the information which is already known from the previous discourse. Then,
as an afterthought, the speaker adds the full information, “just in case” (Givón 1975: 197).

Examples for right dislocation from the Northern Sotho corpus are given in (53).
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(53) Right dislocation in Northern Sotho

a. O
2

di
CL10

bots-wa
tell-PASS

ke
PREP

mang
who

tsona
CL10.PRN

tseo?
CL10.DEM

‘Who told you those?’ (corpus, A0401)
b. Se

CL7
ka
POT

rema
chop

mang
who

se-letsw-ana
CL7-axe-DIM

sa
CL7.POSS

magagane?
small

‘Who can the small axe chop?’ (corpus, B0421)

Right dislocation occurs far less frequent than left dislocation in my translated sample
of the Northern Sotho, and not at all in the data I collected by help of the questionnaire.
Louwrens (1985: 60) points out that right dislocation is very rare in Northern Sotho. The
rare occurrence in natural speech (in contrast to left dislocation) might be attributed to the
very specific discourse function of right dislocation.

Account

The elicited examples of left dislocation in (47) and of right dislocation in (51) have in
common that the focused constituent appears in clause-final position. For evidence for the
syntactic position of the focused constituent see section 1.7.3. However, dislocation to the
left and right sentence periphery can be argued to origin in parsing considerations rather
than in the syntactic necessity to place the focused constituent in a designated, clause-final
focus position.

Evidence for this approach comes from the observation that right and left dislocation
appear to be universal in the languages of the world (Gundel 1988: 229). All languages in
Gundel’s survey of 30 languages have constructions which place topic, both old and new,
at the beginning of a sentence, and all languages have at least one construction in which
already established topics occur at the end. As there is apparently no language which has
a construction whose primary function is to place new topics at the end of a sentence, she
argues that this observation follows from two independent, and sometimes conflicting,
principles. The principles are given in (54).

(54) Gundel (1988: 229)

a. Given Before New Principle
‘State what is given before what is new in relation to it.’

b. First Things First Principle
‘Provide the most important information first.’

Already principle (54-a) could account for all cases of left dislocation as dislocated con-
stituents are known in discourse. However, a principle as in (54-b) is needed not only
in order to account for the occurrence of right dislocation, but also for the ordering of
several given constituents. In right dislocation, the dislocated constituent is given. Ac-
cording to principle (54-a), this would qualify this constituent to occur initially. However,
the speaker judges something else to be more important according to principle (54-b).
Further, subjects are often discourse-old constituents and therefore compete with left-
dislocated elements for the sentence-initial position. A principle as in (54-b) determines
the order of several given constituents in that the more important one appears first.
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Gundel (1988: 236) speculates that the principles in (54) have a more general cog-
nitive basis. Principle (54-a) (‘Given Before New’) is suggested to follow from Grice’s
maxim of manner (see (45-d)), in particular ‘Be Orderly’. In this spirit, what is given is
logically and conceptually prior to what is new in relation to it. The principle in (54-b)
is meant to equal Giv́on’s (1988) suggestion for principles governing word order, among
them ‘Attend first to the most urgent task’. The human tendency to order priorities tem-
porarily from most important to least important is thereby captured. Givón (1988) argues
that there are two factors which contribute to communicative task urgency: relative pre-
dictability and relative importance.

2.4.3 Summary

The current section has shown that deletion, pronominalization and dislocation apply to
non-F-marked constituents. This section has also pointed out that these processes have
the effect that the F-marked constituent appears in clause-final or immediately postverbal
position. This explains why these positions have been argued to be focus positions. How-
ever, it has also been shown throughout the chapter, that these are no designated positions
for focus in Northern Sotho. It has been sketched out how the application of the processes
of deletion, pronominalization, and dislocation can be accounted for by general linguistic
principles.9

The data discussed in this section have shown how the frequent occurrence of a con-
stituent with a specific semantic interpretation in a specific syntactic position can lead to
a misinterpretation of this syntactic position with the interpretable effect. To put differ-
ently, the frequent occurrence of a focused constituent in clause-final position can lead to
a misinterpretation of the clause-final position as a focus position in Northern Sotho.

The next section investigates how the relation between the occurrence of the Present
Tense morpheme -a- and focus can be captured. This phenomenon will be shown to
even go one step further in the misinterpretation: The distributional restriction of a verbal
morpheme to the verb in clause-final position and the frequent occurrence of a focused
constituent in clause-final position led to a misinterpretation of the morpheme to carry the
interpretative effect.

2.5 A note on the Present Tense morpheme -a-

A chapter on (morpho-)syntactic reflexes of focus on the grammar of a Southeastern Bantu
language would be incomplete without a discussion of the Present Tense morpheme -
a-. Contrary to claims made in the literature, the Present Tense morpheme -a- is not
considered a focus marker that marks focus on the verb. Rather, the syntactic approach
to the distribution of -a- is followed, which has already been outlaid in section 1.7.4.
Therefore, after presenting the information structural approach to the distribution of -a-
in section 2.5.1, arguments will be given in favor of the syntactic approach in section

9The use of the impersonal construction, in which the focused logical subject appears clause-finally,
remains unaccounted so far if it cannot be attributed to a prominent clause-final position. It will be discussed
separately in chapter 4.
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2.5.2. It is the relation between syntax and information structure that led to the claim that
-a- is a focus marker in the Sotho and Nguni languages. This relation has been the topic of
this chapter. Its consequences for the distribution of -a- will be discussed in section 2.5.3.
By ending with the tendency of focused constituents to appear in clause-final position, the
circle is closed to what has been presented above.

As mentioned before, like the other Southeastern Bantu languages Northern Sotho
shows a morphological alternation in the verbal paradigm in the Present Tense. The al-
ternation and its syntactic approach has been discussed in detail in section 1.7.4, and
the reader is referred there for details of the alternation. It will only briefly be repeated
here. The main focus in this subsection lies in its relation to information structure. The
alternation is illustrated by the data in (55-a, b).

(55) Present Tense (from Louwrens 1985: 60)

a. Le-sogana
CL5-young.man

le
CL5

a
-A-

ngwala.
write

‘The young man writes.’
b. Malome

CL1.uncle
o
CL1

a
-A-

se
CL7

tseba
know

Se-sotho.
CL7-Sotho

‘Uncle knows it, Sotho.’
c. Malome

CL1.uncle
o
CL1

tseba
know

Se-sotho.
CL7-Sotho

‘Uncle knows Sotho.’

Van der Spuy (1993) claims that the long form of the Present Tense in (55-a) is a syntactic
phrase-boundary marker (1993: 345) which appears when the verb is final in the syntactic
IP. In the examples in (55-a), the verb meets van der Spuy’s generalization to be final in
the syntactic IP vacuously as it is the only element in the sentence. In (55-b), the verb
is final in the syntactic IP (and therefore appears in the long form) when interpreting the
presence of the object marker on the verb as evidence for the position of the object NP
outside the IP (see also section 1.7.3 for the pronominal status of the object marker). In
(55-c), the verb is followed by an object within the verb phrase. Therefore, no Present
Tense morpheme -a- appears on the verb.

2.5.1 Information structural approach to -a-

Across Bantu languages verbal alternations similar to the one in (55) have been related
to the information status of the constituents within the sentence (see e.g. Givón 1975,
Hyman & Watters 1984, G̈uldemann 1996). According to Givón (1975: 189) “an affix,
most commonly associated with the tense-aspect-modality (TMA) prefixes on the verb,
marks the scope of the assertion as to whether the verb is included [...] or excluded
[...] from the new information.” With respect to the rules governing the distribution of the
alternating verb forms in the Southern Bantu languages, Givón (1975) and Kunene (1975)
suggested for Nguni languages that the occurrence of -a- is related to the information
status of the constituents in the utterance. This proposal has been taken up repeatedly in
the literature (Kosch 1988 for Northern Sotho, Güldemann 1996 for Zulu).

Based on the thorough discussion of Zulu pronouns and their role in discourse by
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Kunene (1975), Giv́on (1975) discusses the alternating verb forms in Zulu as a phenomena
of overt morphological expression of scope contrasts. He summarizes that -a- (in Zulu)
is a VP-focus morpheme that, if present, leads to the interpretation of the verb as the only
new information in the sentence. The verb form lacking -ya- in the Present Tense indicates
that the verb is not new information (complement focus in Givón’s terminology). The
view pertained in the literature is that -ya- indicates that the verb is the new information in
the sentence, i.e. that complements are excluded from being new information (Güldemann
1996). Kosch (1988) claims that -a- (in Northern Sotho) marks that a communicative unit
ends with the verb. This generalization is supported by the examples in (56) from Xhosa
(Nguni).

(56) Xhosa (Jokweni 1995: 94, 78; emphasis provided by Jokweni)

a. bá-ya-fud́uúka
2-A-emigrate

ngoLwésihĺaánu.
Friday

‘They do emigrate on Friday.’
b. ba-ýa-zaam

CL2-YA -try
ukú-lim
CL15-cultivate

úmb́oóna.
maize

‘They TRY to cultivate maize.’
c. ndi-ya-m-śıı́k

1-YA -CL1-cut
úmaam
mother

úziipho.
nail

Lit. ‘I CUT her, mother, nail.’

In the examples in (56), the verb form contains -a- in the respective slot in the verbal
template. The interpretation of the sentence is such that the verb is new information and
therefore in focus. Comparable data can be compiled for Northern Sotho.

(57) Northern Sotho (from the production study (ch. 3); condition: natural speech)

a. (i) [O
2

dira
do

eng
what

bjale?
now

‘What are you doing now?’]
(ii) Ke

1
a
-A-

[nwa]F
drink

bjale.
now

‘I am DRINKING now.’
b. (i) [O

2
opela
sing

mo-nyanye-ng?
CL3-party-LOC

‘Are you singing at the party?’]
(ii) Aowa,

no
ke
1

a
-A-

[bina]F
dance

(mo-nyanye-ng).
CL3-party-LOC

‘No, I am DANCING (at the party).’
c. (i) [O

2
dira
do

eng
what

ka
with

le-e
CL5-egg

lehono?
today

‘What are you doing with the egg today?’]
(ii) Lehono

today
ke
1

a
-A-

le
CL5

[ja]F ./
eat

Ke
1

a
-A-

le:
CL5

[ja]F ,
eat

lehono.
today

‘Today, I amEATING it.’
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d. (i) [O
2

dira
do

eng
what

ka
with

mo-rwalo?
CL3-load

‘What are you doing with the load?’]
(ii) Ke

1
a
-A-

o
CL3

[rwala]F
carry

(,mo-rwalo).
CL3-load

‘I am CARRYING it (the load).’

The data in (57) show by means of the preceding context question that the verb is the
new information (57-a, c, d) or the corrected information (57-b). In all four cases, -A- ap-
pears on the verb. Whereas the first examples of the answers were given when asked for a
natural answer to these questions, the alternatives (given as second sentences or in paren-
theses) were allowed as a further possibility on request. In these second utterances we
see that the information following the verb is indeed discourse-old information. The data
therefore support the ‘focus-based approach’ as outlined above, as the verb containing
-A- in Northern Sotho indicates new information in the examples in (57).

The generalization that the long forms indicate the verb being new information in the
sentence is one aspect of the recurrent properties that cooccur with the morphologically
marked verb form. The list of differences between the alternating verb forms in table 4 is
taken from G̈uldemann (2003: 328).

Table 4: Properties of alternating verb forms (Güldemann 2003: 328)
Long form Short form

Postverbal constituent facultative, Postverbal constituent obligatory,
verb can be the only constituent verb not the only constituent
and clause-final and clause-final
Postverbal material discourse-old Postverbal material discourse-new, asserted
Complement anaphoric, definite, or generic;Complement indefinite;
verbal object concord possible verbal object concord impossible
Emphasis on positive truth value Emphasis on postverbal constituent
In polar questions and answers In constituent questions and answers
Only in asserted main clause Formal counterpart in non-asserted clause
Without formal negative counterpart Formal negative counterpart
Predicate within the scope of focus, Complement/adjunct within the scope of focus,
complement/adjunct extrafocal predicate extrafocal

2.5.2 Against -a- as a focus marker

A purely focus-oriented approach towards the distribution of -a- in Northern Sotho as
outlined above raises four closely related issues:

First, it has to be stated that the relation between the presence of the long form and
the information status of the verb as new information is unidirectional only. According
to the literature, the presence of the long form indicates that the verb is new information.
However, not every discourse-new verb in the Present Tense appears in the long form.
Consider the example in (58).
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(58) a. Zulu (Kunene 1975: 181, ex. (29a))
(i) umfana

boy
u-nika
SM-give

indoda
man

isinkwa
bread

‘The boy gives bread to the man.’
b. Northern Sotho

(i) [O direga eng?- ‘What is happening?’]
(ii) Ke

1
ja
eat

namune.
CL9.orange

‘I am eating an orange.’
(iii) *Ke a ja namune.

For the sentence in (58-a), Kunene (1975: 181) provides the context of an introductory
sentence in a discourse, or an answer to a question such as ‘What does the boy do?’.
Through the context it becomes clear that the verb is new information in this context as it
is part of a wider focus. However, it cannot appear in the long form, which would lead to
ungrammaticality. The same can be shown for Northern Sotho in (58-b). The objection
is not only valid for the verb under wide focus, but also for the verb under narrow focus.
Examples are given in (59).

(59) Northern Sotho

a. (i) [O
2

opela
sing

mo-nyanye-ng?
CL3-party-LOC

‘Are you singing at the party?’]
(ii) Aowa,

no
ke
1

[bina]F
dance

mo-nyanye-ng.
CL3-party-LOC

‘No, I am DANCING at the party.’
b. (i) [O

do
dira
what

eng
with

ka
CL9.orange

namune?

‘What are you doing with the orange?’]
(ii) Ke

1
[ja]F
eat

namune.
CL9.orange

‘I am EATING the orange.’
c. Mo-nna

CL1-man
o
CL1

swere
hold.PST

mo-eta
CL3-bucket

le
and

hlapi
CL9.fish

gomme
then

o
CL1

tšea
take

hlapi
CL9.fish

o
CL1

e
CL9

fa
give

mo-sadi.
CL1-woman

‘The man holds the pot and the fish, then he takesthe fish, he gives it to the
woman.’ (QUIS)

In all three examples in (59) the verb is narrowly focused. However, the long form is not
used. Recall from section 2.4 that deletion, pronominalization or dislocation of discourse-
old material is not obligatory. Speakers can decide for various reasons to repeat discourse-
old material. In (59-a,b), it was requested to repeat discourse-old information as these
data went into the production study reported in chapter 3, in example (59-c) discourse-old
information (hlapi-‘fish’) was probably repeated to avoid ambiguity. Example (59-c) is
taken from natural speech.
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Second, a focus-based approach also raises the question what information structural
impact the short form, i.e. the form containing a zero morpheme, bears. On this point the
view in the literature diverges. Whereas Givón (1975) and G̈uldemann (1996) generalize
that the short from signals focus on the following constituent, Kosch (1988) formulates
more carefully in proposing that the short form indicates that the informative unit does
not end with the verb. G̈uldemann (2003) excludes all-new sentences (as the examples
in (58)) from consideration as he concentrates on focus relations within the sentence and
not within discourse. However, the examples in (59) show that the ungrammaticality of
the short form can also arises with narrow focus on the verb. An analysis of the long
form as a verbal focus marker or a focus morpheme (Givón 1975) can only mean that its
presence marks focus on the verb. Nothing with respect to the information structuring of
the sentence can be concluded from its absence.

Third, there is an asymmetry in the distribution of the long form depending on the
valency of the verb. Whereas the short form is used in transitive structures (60-a), the
long form is used with intransitive verbs in sentence-final position, as in example (60-b).

(60) Northern Sotho

a. (i) [O dira eng? ‘What are you doing?’]
(ii) Ke

1
a
-A-

[nwa]F .
drink

‘I am drinking.’
b. (i) [O dira eng? ‘What are you doing?’]

(ii) Ke
1

[ja
eat

namune]F .
CL9.orange

‘I am eating an orange.’

With intransitive verbs the use of the short form is excluded (61-a), as is the use of the
long form with transitive verbs (61-b).

(61) a. *Ke nwa.
b. *Ke a ja namune.

This asymmetry is undesired for the claim that the distribution of the short and long form
is only dependent on the information structure of the sentence. The asymmetry displayed
in (60) is a case of what Hyman & Watters (1984: 243) call ‘grammatical control of
focus’. They observe that in most of the African languages that they treat in their article
(all from the Niger-Congo family) the expression of focus is only partially controlled by
pragmatics, i.e. the speaker determines the element(s) on which the grammar will express
focus. For a large segment of the grammar of the respective languages they claim that
focus marking is controlled by the grammar itself.

“The pattern is that there is a [+focus] and [-focus] form, and in some gram-
matical contexts the speaker has no choice but to use one or the other of
these, regardless of what may actually be in focus according to pragmatic
conditions.” Hyman & Watters (1984: 243)

As an example they give the focus markermáà in Aghem, a Grassfields Bantu language.
As Aghem does not allowmáà to occur in relative clauses, the [-focus] formmo is thus
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required in relative clauses by the grammar. For the Southern Bantu languages, the con-
cept of grammatical control of focus introduced by Hyman & Watters (1984) means that
the [-focus] form is used in (60-b) because in complement clauses the short form is ex-
cluded. This is necessary although the verb is focused. This line of argumentation already
indicates the necessity of a syntactic approach to the distribution of the two alternating
forms.

A final issue are (morpho-)syntactic changes that co-occur with the use of the long
form. The object marker obligatorily appears on the verb in Northern Sotho when the
long form is followed by an object, as shown in (62).

(62) Northern Sotho

a. (i) [O
2

dira
do

eng
what

ka
with

namune?
CL9.orange

‘What are you doing with the orange?’]
(ii) Ke

1
a
-A-

e
CL9

[ja]F ,
eat

namune.
CL9.orange

Lit. ‘I am EATING it, the orange.’
b. (i) [O

2
dira
do

eng
what

ka
with

mo-rwalo?
CL3-load

‘What are you doing with the load?’]
(ii) Ke

1
a
-A-

o
CL3

[rwala]F ,
carry

morwalo.
CL3-load

Lit. ‘I am CARRYING it, the load.’

Leaving out the object marker on the verb when the verb appears in the long form, leads
to ungrammaticality in Northern Sotho, as is shown in (63).

(63) Northern Sotho

a. *Ke a ja namune.
b. *Ke a rwala morwalo.

In sum, although the focus-based approach, which has been outlined in section 2.5.1,
can account for information structural aspects in connection with the Present Tense mor-
pheme -a- in Northern Sotho, it cannot account neither for information structural meaning
connected with the absence of -a-, nor for the asymmetry with transitive and intransitive
verbs, nor for the morphosyntactic requirement regarding the object marker.

2.5.3 The syntactic approach

The syntactic approach to the distribution of the long and short form follows van der
Spuy’s (1993) account for Nguni and has been motivated for Northern Sotho in section
1.7.4. Van der Spuy (1993) proposes that the long form of the Present Tense is a syntactic
phrase-boundary marker which appears when the verb is final in the syntactic IP.10 When
the verb is followed by an object or adverb within the syntactic IP, the short form of the
Present Tense is used in Nothern Sotho.

10See Buell (2005) for the most recent syntactic analysis of the alternation in Nguni.
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This approach to the distribution of -a- in Northern Sotho can account for the short-
comings of the focus-based approach. The asymmetry in the distribution with respect to
transitive and intransitive verbs falls out naturally, as only intransitive verbs are final in
the syntactic IP, see (64-a) (unless an adverb is following, in which case the -a- on the in-
transitive verb disappears as predicted, as in (64-b)). As transitive verbs require an object,
the verb is never final in the syntactic IP, see (64-c) (unless the object is expressed by a
pronoun in which case the verb is final in the IP and the -a- surfaces as predicted, as in
(64-d)).

(64) Northern Sotho (The indexIP refers to syntactic IP)

a. [Ke a nwa]IP .
‘I am drinking.’

b. [Ke nwa bjale]IP .
‘I am drinking now.’

c. [Ke nwa meetse]IP .
‘I am drinking water.’

d. [Ke a e nwa]IP .
‘I am drinking it.’

Apart from the asymmetry, also the presence of an object marker is captured by the syn-
tactic generalization. The object marker has been argued to function as an incorporated
pronoun (see section 1.7.3). As a pronoun cannot co-occur with its coindexed object NP
within the same core clause, the full object constituent in examples as (65-a) has to be
outside the core clause. Therefore, the verb is again final in the syntactic IP and the long
form is used. If in ditransitive structures only one object is pronominalized, the short
form is used because the second object still follows the verb within the syntactic IP. This
is shown in (65-b).

(65) a. [Ke
1

a
-A-

e
CL9

ja]IP ,
eat

namune.
CL9.orange

Lit. ‘I am eating it, the orange.’
b. [Ke

1
mo
CL1

nea
give

le-mao]IP .
CL5-needle

‘I am giving him a needle.’

Though the syntactic approach can account for the shortcomings of the focus-based ap-
proach, it itself has a severe shortcoming: It does not address any information structural
implications of the presence of -a- in Northern Sotho. In taking both approaches together,
one can hypothesize that the long form of the Present Tense is used when the verb is final
in the syntactic IP. When the verb is final in the IP, it is in focus (either narrowly focused
or part of a wider focus). This hypothesis will be discussed in the next section.

2.5.4 Discussion: Relation between syntax and pragmatics

The hypothesis which emerges when the generalizations of the focus-based and syntactic
approach to the distribution of -a- in Northern Sotho are taken together, resembles the
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generalization discussed above: the clause-final position is a focus position in Northern
Sotho.

However, this chapter has shown that this is not the case in Northern Sotho as there
never is movement into this position. Therefore, also discourse-old constituents can ap-
pear in this position. Not only does a narrowly focused verb not have to appear in clause-
final position obligatorily, these last subsections have also shown that a narrowly focused
verb does not necessarily appear in the long form in the Present Tense. Sometimes it even
must not appear in this form. The examples against an obligatory clause-final position are
exactly the ones that show that the absence of -a- on the verb does not always correspond
to the verb being old-discourse information.

However, the correlation between focus and the presence of -a-, which is postulated
in the literature, has been made on the same grounds as a potential claim of a clause-
final focus position in Northern Sotho can be made: There is the tendency for a focused
constituent to appear in clause-final position. As clause-final verbs appear in the long
form, there is a tendency observable in Northern Sotho that focused verbs appear in the
long form. This tendency emerges because discourse-old constituents are often deleted,
pronominalized or dislocated. As has been shown in section 2.4, these processes ap-
ply for focus-independent reasons. The same arguments hold for the insertion of the
Present Tense morpheme -a-: The insertion is not due to focus, but to independent rea-
sons, namely syntactic ones.

This section has shown that the distribution of -a- in the Present Tense in Northern
Sotho can best be captured syntactically in that the long form appears when the verb is
final in the IP. Because discourse-old constituents are often subject to deletion or disloca-
tion, focused constituents often appear in clause-final position. However, neither syntactic
marking nor the occurrence of -a- in Northern Sotho are active focus marking strategies.
Both can more adequately be characterized as grammatical reflexes of information struc-
ture in this language.

Questions for further research pertain to the diachronic origin of the Present Tense
morpheme -a-. Güldemann (1996: 168) reports that the comparable morpheme -a- in the
Nguni languages is brought into relation with the verbkuyawhich means ‘to go’ in Nguni
languages. He demands, however, that the phonologically acceptable hypothesis has to
be furthermore motivated by semantic-functional considerations. Therefore, consensus
about the function of this Present Tense morpheme seems necessary. When assuming a
syntactic demarcation function of the Present Tense morpheme, at least in Sotho, a further
question is what the functional necessity is to mark the verb as final in the syntactic IP.

2.6 Conclusion

This chapter dealt with the syntactic expression of focus in Northern Sotho. It emerged
that constituents are focused differently according to the grammatical function they fulfill.
Whereas non-subjects are focused in situ, subjects are focused by either a cleft structure or
postverbally by an impersonal construction. This so-called subject/object asymmetry in
focus contexts is not unique to Northern Sotho but has been reported for other languages
within and outside Bantu as well (see e.g. Bokamba 1976 for Dzamba, Bergvall 1987
for Kikuyu, Demuth & Johnson 1989 for Tswana, Sabel & Zeller to appear for Nguni,
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Hartmann & Zimmermann 2004, to appear a for the Chadic languages Tangale and Hausa
respectively).

In not showing any syntactic focus marking of postverbal elements, Northern Sotho
differs from Bantu languages like Kikuyu, Kilega, or Nguni for which focus marking at
the left-periphery, at least as an additional alternative, has been claimed. It also differs
from Bantu languages like Aghem for which an immediately postverbal focus position
has been shown to exist.

Despite the absence of syntactic F-marking in the postverbal domain, the information
structuring of an utterance is nevertheless reflected in an utterance in Northern Sotho.
Deletion, pronominalization and dislocation of discourse-old constituents have been pre-
sented as processes that indirectly single out the focused constituent. Northern Sotho
is no exception in showing processes that refer to non-F-marked constituents instead of
F-marked constituents. As with grammatical F-marking, languages use means from dif-
ferent areas of grammar to mark non-F-marked constituents in discourse. Languages
like English and German make use of prosodic means in deaccenting given material.
Topic marking in Japanese is an example for morphological marking of discourse-old
constituents.

The chapter has furthermore shown that there is no morphological marking of focus
neither. In line with recent literature it has been argued that the presence of the morpheme
-a- on the verb is syntactically determined.

In sum, we can assert a lack of syntactic or morphological F-marking in the postverbal
domain. This conclusion rises the question of the relevance of the notion of F-marking
for the grammar of Northern Sotho. This chapter has shown that F-marking is of no direct
relevance for the syntax of Northern Sotho as F-marking does not lead to a grammatical
encoding. Cross-linguistically, the absence of syntactic focus marking is not unique. Also
languages like English and German do not show obligatory syntactic focus marking.

For some languages, F-marking has been argued to be of indirect relevance. Scram-
bling in German is such a case. It has been argued that non-focal material that intervenes
between the focus constituent and the verb is moved in order for the focused constituent to
be target of the neutral sentence accent (e.g. Krifka 1998). In Catalan, discourse-old ma-
terial is moved out of the core sentence (Vallduvı́ & Engdal 1996). For African languages,
Bearth (1999) points out the importance of including indirect focus marking strategies in
the investigation of information structure in African languages.

“Swahili, for example, makes extensive use of a type of word order permuta-
tion whereby focus effects, particularly on the verb, are obtained by moving
postverbal constituents to the front, in topic position, and thereby defocusing
them. It is not the focus constituent which undergoes movement, but the spe-
cial focus effect is obtained by moving a non-focalised constituent out of its
(unmarked) focus position.” (Bearth 1999: 129)

This section has shown that Northern Sotho does not dispose of indirect focus marking
strategies. Though a tendency is observable to have the F-marked constituent in clause-
final position, this is by no means obligatory. Therefore, F-marking is of no indirect
relevance for the grammar of Northern Sotho.
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The question remains if F-marking has any relevance at all. It is dispensable when
characterizing the constituents that are target for the processes of morphosyntactic reduc-
tion and dislocation that have been discussed in this chapter. These constituents can also
be captured by the notion Given as proposed by Schwarzschild (1999).

Before reaching at a conclusive answer with respect to the relevance of F-marking for
the grammar of Northern Sotho, it needs to be investigated if F-marking has a relevance
for prosody, as it has in English and German. This will be done in the next chapter for
Northern Sotho. Furthermore, it needs to be investigated if the notion of F-marking is
relevant in connection with restrictions on a focused, preverbal subject. This is the topic
of chapter 4.



Chapter 3

Prosody and focus in Northern Sotho

3.1 Introduction

The preceding chapter has shown that there is no morphological or syntactic marking
of focus in the verbal and postverbal domain in Northern Sotho. Though a tendency is
observable for the focused constituent to appear in clause-final position, the appearance
in clause-final position cannot be considered an obligatory means of syntactic marking of
focus, as there is no movement into this position.

The current chapter has as its objective to investigate whether there is prosodic mark-
ing of focus in the verbal and postverbal domain in Northern Sotho. As was argued al-
ready in chapter 1, syntactic reordering for reasons of information structuring has supraseg-
mental consequences in Northern Sotho. Consequently, Northern Sotho shows prosodic
reflexes of information structure. The goal of this chapter is, however, to investigate if
there is prosodic marking of postverbal in situ focus.

A wide-spread assumption in the literature on focus is that focus is marked somehow
in a language. In light of the absence of morphological and syntactic marking, an investi-
gation of prosodic marking can either support this assumption or provide evidence against
its universality.

Furthermore, though the Bantu languages form the largest language family in Africa,
consisting of approximately 500 languages, comparatively little research has been carried
out on the prosodic expression of the information-structural categories topic and focus.
The work presented in this chapter contributes to filling this gap in providing data on the
prosodic expression of in situ focus in one of its languages. In applying experimental
methodology that has been tested on Indo-European languages, this chapter provides new
data that are comparable cross-linguistically.

The chapter is organized as follows: Section 3.2 and 3.3 introduce issues in Northern
Sotho tonology and phonological phrasing respectively. This is necessary for three rea-
sons: First, not much work has been done on Northern Sotho tonology (with the notable
exception of the work by Lombard 1976 and Monareng 1992), let alone Prosodic Phonol-
ogy. Second, there is rich microvariation in the tonology of Bantu languages, even among
dialects of the same language. Third, an investigation of tonal issues in Northern Sotho
lays the foundation for the study testing the influence of focus on prosodic phrasing, both
with respect to the hypotheses formulated and to the choice of stimuli for the production

107
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and perception study. Insights about the tonal processes in Northern Sotho presented in
this chapter have been gained by the study of existing literature on Northern Sotho and by
work with native speakers. Thereby, not only the auditory impression but also acoustic
measurements are taken as indicative for tonal structure.

The reader interested in the prosodic expression of focus only can skip these sections
and start with section 3.4. Section 3.4 defines prosodic marking of focus. Therefore, in
section 3.4.2 the expectation of suprasegmental marking of postverbal in situ focus in
Northern Sotho is motivated by discussing the case of Chichewa in detail. Section 3.4.3
distinguishes prosodic marking of focus from prosodic reflexes of information structuring.

Section 3.5 presents the production study and section 3.6 the perception study which
have been carried out to test the prosodic realization of in situ focus in Northern Sotho.
Section 3.7 concludes the experimental part. Section 3.8 discusses the theoretical impli-
cations of the findings presented in this chapter.

The lack of prosodic focus marking in Northern Sotho, which emerged from the stud-
ies carried out (section 3.5 and 3.6), is going to be published in Zerbian (under review a).
However, the current chapter provides a thorough introduction to Phrasal Phonology in
Northern Sotho (section 3.2 and 3.3), a detailed description of the phonetic studies car-
ried out (section 3.5 and 3.6), and a discussion of the results in light of the other findings
reported in this thesis (section 3.8).

3.2 Background

There is quite a considerable amount of studies dealing with the tone systems of South
African Bantu languages, starting with observations made by the missionaries. Detailed
descriptions are available for tone at word-level in the Sotho family (Letele 1955, Khoali
1991, Lets’eng 1994 in Southern Sotho; Mmusi 1992, Chebanne et al. 1997 in Tswana),
in the Nguni family (Khumalo 1987 in Zulu; Jokweni 1995, Cassimjee 1998, Cassimjee
& Kisseberth 1998 in Xhosa), in Shona (Myers 1985, 1995), in Venda (Cassimjee 1992),
and in Tsonga (Kisseberth 1994). For Northern Sotho, I am only aware of three studies:
Lombard (1976) is a detailed description of the tonology of the Sepedi dialect, Lombard
(1979) investigates vowel length in Sepedi, and Monareng (1992) describes tonological
processes in the Setswapo dialect of Northern Sotho. Zerbian (to appear) provides an
overview of a word-related tonological process in Sotho varieties.

With respect to general characteristics of the Northern Sotho tone system, it displays
the underlying two-tone system (H, L) common to many Bantu languages (Cole 1955,
Doke 1954). In the verbal paradigm, verbs are classified into high- and low-toned verbs
depending on the tone quality of the stem-initial vowel (Clements 1984b, Guthrie 1967-
1971), as shown in (1). Low-toned verbs surface with all syllables low-toned, as shown
in (1-a). In the case of high-toned verb stems, there is always a high tone on the first
stem syllable, as in (1-b). It is assumed that this syllable is associated with a high tone
underlyingly. Throughout this chapter high tones are marked by acute and underlying
high tones are underlined.
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(1) Verb classes in Northern Sotho

a.

go lwa -‘to fight’
go hlaba -‘to stab’
go tlogela -‘to leave’
go dumedǐsa -‘to greet’

b.

go fá - ‘to give’
go ŕata - ‘to love’
go b́oláya - ‘to kill’
go kh́urúméťsa - ‘to cover’

The overall tonal pattern of a verb form in Sotho is not only determined by lexical asso-
ciation of a high tone to a tone bearing unit but also by principles governing tone spread
and deletion.

Two phonological rules can be established for Northern Sotho that apply above the
word-level. They are given in (2).

(2) Phonological rules above the word-level

a. Penultimate Lengthening (domain-edge rule)
b. Finality restriction (domain-edge rule)

The rules in (2) and their interaction with tonal rules will be illustrated in detail in the
subsections to follow. If not indicated otherwise, the data for Northern Sotho are taken
from my own elicitation work with five native speakers and represent the Sepedi dialect
of Northern Sotho (for a map of the Sepedi speaking area see section 1.6).

3.2.1 Penultimate lengthening

Lengthening of the penultimate syllable at the end of utterances or even utterance-medially
is a feature that is reported for many Bantu languages, independent of the fact if the lan-
guage’s phonological system contrasts between long and short vowels. However, it seems
most wide-spread in Southern Bantu languages.

In Northern Sotho, vowel length is non-contrastive. Hence, it can be used without
problems for prosodic purposes. The data in (3-a) show a verb (in i) and an object (in
ii) that display a short vowel in penultimate syllable when being followed by a further
constituent. A long vowel in penultimate syllable only appears when the word occurs
in utterance-final position, shown in (3-b) for the verb in (i) and for the object in (ii).
There are only a few idiosyncratic exceptions to this generalization (e.g. the first vowel
in maabane- ‘yesterday’).

(3) a. (i) Ke
1

bóná
see

gaǵo:lo.
well

‘I am seeing well.’
(ii) Ke

1
fá
give

mo-rath́o
CL1-brother

di-apa:ro.
CL8-cloth

‘I give the brother clothes.’
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b. (i) Ke
1

a
-A-

bó:na.
see

‘I am seeing.’
(ii) Ke

1
bóná
see

mo-ra:th́o.
CL1-brother

‘I am seeing the brother.’

The phonetic manifestation of penultimate lengthening is illustrated by data from three
speakers in diagram 1. Each line in the diagram represents the respective values for one
speaker (DE, Mak, MO). The data points represent the average duration for each vowel
of two utterances of comparable SVO-structures, which are given in (4).

(4) a. Ke
1

mémá
invite

mo-h́u:mi.
CL1-rich.man

‘I invite the rich man.’
b. Ke

1
rwálá
carry

mo-rwá:lo.
CL3-load

‘I am carrying load.’

The utterances have been segmented according to the standards that will be set out in
section 3.5.4 in detail. The software used was PRAAT (Boersma & Weeninck 2005). A
PRAAT script calculated the duration for the vowels. In order to allow comparability, the
duration has been calculated as relative duration of the syllable in relation to the utterance.
It emerges that the penultimate syllable is distinctively lengthened in comparison to the
preceding syllables.

Diagram 1: Penultimate Lengthening in Sepedi
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Length has been equaled with stress in early work by Doke (1927/1992) and has been used
as an indicator of word-hood in Bantu languages. A morphological word consequently
contains one main stress, i.e. a lengthened syllable. Length at word-level cannot be
confirmed for Northern Sotho so far, neither in a preliminary study by Lombard (1979)
nor in my own data (see diagram 1). In Northern Sotho, length reliably only occurs at
prosodic boundaries above the word, but not at the penultimate syllable of every word.
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3.2.2 Finality restriction

Cross-linguistically, Nespor & Vogel (1987) observe that the edges of prosodic domains
are often subject to adjustment rules excluding the final syllable as being one of them.
The restriction on domain-final syllables has been referred to as extrametricality (or ex-
tratonality for tonal processes). Also in Bantu languages it is a common observation that
the domain-final syllable is exempt from phonological processes (Kisseberth & Odden
2003: 64).

In Chichewa, high tones which are on phrase-final syllables are retracted to the pre-
ceding syllable (Kanerva 1990). In Northern Sotho, high tones which are underlyingly
present on final syllables are realized on this syllable. This is shown in (5).

(5) Northern Sotho

a.
ngwańa ‘child’ *ngwana
morath́o ‘brother’ *moratho

b.
go fá ‘to give’ *go fa
go lwá ‘to fight’ *go lwa

The realization of the underlying high tone on monosyllabic H-toned verbs, as in (5-b),
therefore preserves the contrast between high- and low-toned verbs.

The activity of the finality restriction in Northern Sotho emerges in the interplay of
tone spreading. Therefore, some background is necessary on the word-related process of
high tone spread (HTS).

High tone spread

Mobility of high tones is one of the most fundamental phenomena of Bantu tonology
(Kisseberth & Odden 2003: 62). High tone spread (HTS) and high tone shift are instances
of such tonal mobility: A high tone does not (only) surface on the syllable it is associated
with underlyingly, but (also) on succeeding syllables. If the high tone surfaces only on
one syllable, one speaks of tone shift, whereas tone spread refers to the situation where
the high tone surfaces on all intervening syllables.

In contrast to the Nguni family which displays a rather homogeneous tone shift pat-
tern (Peterson 1989, Downing 1990), the Sotho languages are heterogeneous with respect
to tone spread. Research on HTS in Sotho varieties attributes the variation to two differ-
ent types of HTS (Khoali 1991, Mmusi 1992, Monareng 1992, Cassimjee & Kisseberth
1998): Bounded HTS spreads a high tone once to the immediately adjacent syllable,
whereas unbounded HTS spreads a high tone to an unlimited number of syllables within
a certain prosodic domain.

In the Sepedi dialect of Northern Sotho, high tone spread is a local process of tonal
assimilation. This means that a high tone from an underlyingly high-toned syllable is
spread only to the immediately right adjacent syllable (in the same word). This is shown
in (6) (see also Lombard 1976). A high tone that is associated with the verb stem initial
syllable spreads to the following syllable and only to this syllable.
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(6) High tone spread in verbs

a. Ke
1

thúšá
help

mo-kgala:bje.
CL1-old.man

‘I am helping the old man.’
b. Ke

1
šómá
work

polase:-ng.
CL9.farm-LOC

‘I am working at the farm.’

In showing spread of high tones onto the immediately right-adjacent syllable, North-
ern Sotho groups with other Bantu languages such as Tswana (Chebanne et al. 1997),
Chichewa (Kanerva 1990), Shona (Myers 1991), and Kikuyu (Clements 1984a) which
show the same pattern.

The phonetic manifestation of high tone spread in Northern Sotho is illustrated by
data from three speakers in diagram 2. As changes in fundamental frequency (F0) are
the acoustic manifestation of tone, each line in the diagram represents the respective F0-
values for one speaker (DE, Mak, MO). MO is a male speaker wherefore the fundamental
frequency for this speaker is considerably lower than for the other two (female) speakers.
Each data point represents the F0-average of the two utterances of comparable SVO-
structures, which were given in (4) and which are repeated in (7) for convenience.

(7) a. Ke
1

mémá
invite

mo-h́u:mi.
CL1-rich.man

‘I invite the rich man.’
b. Ke

1
rwálá
carry

mo-rwá:lo.
CL3-load

‘I am carrying load.’

The values that went into the calculation of the F0-average per speaker were likewise
F0-averages that the PRAAT script ascertained for the respective syllable. All F0-values
went into the calculation, i.e. there were no outliers. Diagram 2 shows the course of the
fundamental frequency over the utterance. The disyllabic verbs used in the sentences are
high-toned. For all speakers, we find a verbstem initial syllable that is slightly raised in
pitch. The pitch contour continues to raise throughout the second syllable of the verb.
After the verb, the pitch declines again.

Diagram 2: High tone spread (HTS) in Sepedi
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The raising of pitch which starts in the (underlyingly) high-toned verb stem initial syllable
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and continues throughout the immediately right-adjacent syllable, gives evidence for the
claim of local HTS in Northern Sotho.

High Tone Spread does not only occur with verbs but also with nouns. This can be
seen if nouns bearing a HL or LH tone pattern are extended by the low-toned diminuitive
suffix -anaor -nyana(see also Monareng 1992, Khoali 1991: 32), as exemplified in (8).

(8) High tone spread in nouns
a. kgoḿo ‘cow’ kgomónyána
b. ph́ıri ‘hyena’ ph́ıšána, ph́ırı́nyana
c. móotlwa ‘thorn’ moótlwányana

The domain in which HTS applies in Northern Sotho is restricted to the phonological
word. That HTS does not occur across word boundaries, is illustrated by means of dia-
gram 3. Average F0-values of two speakers are displayed from the utterances in (9).

(9) HTS at word-boundaries

a. Ke
1

fá
give

mo-kgalabje
CL1-old.man

di-apa:ro.
CL8-clothes

‘I give the old man clothes.’
b. Ke

1
fá
give

kgarebe
CL9.lady

di-apa:ro.
CL8-clothes

‘I give the lady clothes.’

In both utterances in (9), a monosyllabic, high-toned verb is followed by an all low-toned
object NP. Diagram 3 illustrates that the high tone of the verb syllable does not spread
onto the following syllable, but rather falls on the syllable that represents the nominal
prefix of the object.

Diagram 3: Absence of HTS across word boundaries

0

50

100

150

200

250

300

SM V Obj1 Obj1 Obj1 (Obj1) Obj2 Obj2 Obj2

F
0
 (

H
z) LY

MA

Interaction with HTS

Although being itself a word-related process, HTS interacts with the finality restriction,
which is a phonological rule whose domain is larger than the prosodic word. The blocking
of HTS is therefore a diagnostic for prosodic phrase boundaries.

The final syllable of a higher prosodic domain is exempt as a target for HTS. This is
shown for verbs (10-a,) and nouns (10-c) respectively. In (10-a), the verbstem initial high
tone of the verb spreads to the following syllable, as shown in diagram 2. However, this



114 CHAPTER 3. PROSODY AND FOCUS IN NORTHERN SOTHO

spreading is blocked in the examples in (10-b) where the verb appears final in the domain.
(Note, that the penultimate syllable of the verb is also lengthened in this environment.)

(10) a. (i) Ke thúšá mośa:di.
‘I help the woman.’

(ii) Ke šómá polase:ng.
‘I am working at a farm.’

(iii) Ke bóná gaǵo:lo.
‘I see well.’

b. (i) Ke a th́u:ša.
‘I am helping.’

(ii) Ke ašó:ma.
‘I am working.’

(iii) Ke a b́o:na.
‘I am seeing.’

c.
mośa:di ‘woman’ *mośa:d́ı
moǵo:lo ‘brother’ *mogó:ló

The blocking of HTS at domain edges is also depicted in diagram 2. The last three data
points in 2 represent the three syllables of the object. The object carries a high tone on
the second syllable, which is the nounstem initial syllable. The curve shows that F0 falls
after this syllable (DE, MO) or remains at the same height (Mak), but does not raise as in
the case of the verbal high tone.

Myers (1999) in his work on F0-alignment in Chichewa proposes a phonetic explana-
tion for HTS which says that there is no tone spread but gradient patterns of F0 timing
which are sensitive to vowel length and phrase-final position. According to this hypoth-
esis, a high tone in an unlengthened syllable is expected to be realized with F0 rising
through the high-toned syllable. The peak is only reached near the beginning of the next
syllable (peak delay). In a lengthened penultimate syllable, however, an F0 peak is ex-
pected within such a syllable. He shows for Chichewa that this is indeed the case.

This phonetic explanation is attractive also for Northern Sotho, as the absence of HTS
near domain boundaries falls out automatically due to the lengthened syllable. At domain
edges, lengthening of the penultimate vowel occurs also in Northern Sotho. The late peak
can be realized within the lengthened syllable and tone spread onto the following syllable
does not take place.

However, a purely phonetic explanation for the process of HTS in Northern Sotho
does not capture the observation that HTS does not take place across word-boundaries.
The phonetic account predicts a higher pitch on any syllable following a short, high-toned
syllable. Consequently, HTS can be motivated as a phonological process rather than a co-
articulation phenomenon.

To summarize, penultimate lengthening and the absence of spread high tones give
evidence for prosodic phrase edges in Northern Sotho. Section 3.3 deals with the deter-
mination of this prosodic domain.
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3.2.3 OCP

Another environment that influences the tonal realization not only of underlying high
tones, but also of high tones that originate from high tone spread, is sequences of adjacent
high tones. Cross-linguistically, many languages show an active restriction which dis-
favors adjacency of phonologically similar segments. The Obligatory Contour Principle
(OCP, Leben 1973) states that adjacent identical elements are prohibited.

With respect to tone, the OCP disfavors adjacent high tones. High tones can be ad-
jacent underlyingly (non-derived OCP violation) or they can be adjacent after tonal rules
have been applied (derived OCP-violation). A sequence of two high tones is avoided by
different strategies cross-linguistically (see Myers 1997 for an overview): Either, one of
the tones is deleted or retracted away from the other. Or, both high tones are realized. In
this case there is evidence that the two high tones nevertheless obey the OCP in that they
are represented underlyingly with a single multiply-linked high tone, as in (11-b). The
difference is illustrated in (11).

(11) Autosegmental representation of adjacent underlying high tones

a. OCP-violation

H H
| |
σ σ

b. No OCP-violation

H
\\��

σ σ
Moreover, processes that create a sequence as in (11-a) are blocked. A further option
is to tolerate OCP-violations in the grammar and to use downstep between adjacent un-
derlying high tones. By register lowering through downstep, the phonologically adjacent
high tones are dissimilated phonetically. This is attested in Kishambaa where downstep
appears both within words and within phrases (see Kisseberth & Odden 2003).

Within the domain of the phonological word, Northern Sotho has an active OCP-
restriction: Lombard (1976) reports that if three underlying high tones appear adjacent
within the verbal domain, the middle high tone is changed into low. This is illustrated in
(12) by means of a verb form used in subordinate clauses (indicated by the form of the
subject marker and the verb ending).

(12) OCP-resolution within words (Lombard 1976: 26)
(gore)á d́ı bóláyeis realized aśa di bóláye
‘(that) he has to kill them’

With respect to adjacent underlying high tones within a phrasal domain, the auditory
impression and preliminary acoustic analysis support the view that adjacent high tones are
downstepped in Northern Sotho. However, this observation is preliminary and requires
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further detailed investigation.
With respect to adjacent high tones that result from tonal processes, one can hypothe-

size from the data available that the OCP does not act as arule blocker(McCarthy 1986):
The application of the tonal rule of HTS within a word is not blocked even if this creates a
violation of the OCP. This is illustrated by the sentence in (13). The sentence in (13) con-
tains a high-toned verb that is followed by an object whose initial syllable is high-toned
according to the dictionary (Ziervogel & Mokgokong 1961).

(13) Ke
1

ngwálá
write

nónwa:ne.
CL9.folktale

‘I am writing a folktale.’

Diagram 4 shows the pronunication of the sentence in (13) by four speakers. Again, MO
is a male speaker wherefore the overall pitch is lower than for the other (female) speakers.
In diagram 4, we find HTS within the verb just as in diagram 2, where the verb was fol-
lowed by a low-toned syllable. Again, the high tone of the verbstem initial syllable raises
through the following syllable. Crucially in this case, the noun initial syllable, which is
assumed to be high underlyingly, is realized with a lower pitch. This is here interpreted
as downstep.

Diagram 4: HTS in OCP environments
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A clearer illustration of HTS followed by an initial high-toned syllable is presented in the
case of the subject (see diagram 8). There, it clearly emerges that following high tones
are downstepped.

The occurrence of HTS with the consequence of creating an OCP violation in North-
ern Sotho is contrary to what is found in Shona (Myers 1985, 1991), a neighboring Bantu
language. In Shona, no HTS takes place in such an environment.

However, it needs to be repeated that with respect to the tonal behavior of two adjacent
underlying high tones, the data available do not yet allow a precise analysis.1 Environ-
ments displaying or creating OCP-violations have been taken into consideration when
designing the data set for the production study in order to test if focus is another factor
that manipulates downdrift in Northern Sotho.

1The recorded corpus contains examples of such an environment. However, the adjacent high tones
appear towards the end of the utterance where the pitch range available for tonal modulation is diminished
due to declination. As the manipulation of declination/downdrift within and across phrases is an understud-
ied topic in Bantu languages, the OCP context has to await further research in order to provide a detailed
analysis of the tonal realization.
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3.2.4 Summary

The preceding section established the phonological cues to phrasing in Northern Sotho,
namely the occurrence of penultimate lengthening and the application of the finality re-
striction that crucially interacts with HTS. A discussion of these facts is necessary for two
reasons. For one, no work has yet been done on Phrasal Phonology in Northern Sotho.
For the other, there is considerable variation found among the Bantu languages, not only
with respect to the denomination and demarcation of the relevant prosodic domain but
also with respect to the phonetic cues used.

Vowel length is a cue common to phrasing in Bantu languages, although there is varia-
tion in the principles determining its realization. In contrast to Northern Sotho, languages
like Chi Mwi:ni and Kimatuumbi have long and short vowels underlyingly. In these
languages, long vowels can only be realized in certain positions, otherwise they are short-
ened (Kisseberth & Abasheikh 1974, Odden 1987). Languages like Chichewa, on the
other hand, are reported to have lengthened vowels to different degrees, occurring at PP-
and IP-boundaries respectively (Kanerva 1990).

High Tone Spread does not only occur as a word-level process like in Northern Sotho,
but also at the phrasal level, as reported for Tsonga and Chizigula (Kisseberth 1994, Ken-
stowicz & Kisseberth 1990).

The realization of domain-final high tones is restricted by the finality restriction and
the need to realize underlying high tones in Northern Sotho. Also more generally in
Bantu languages, domain-final high tones are subject to positional conditions, though
with different consequences. In Haya, LH-sequences in final position are realized as
either HH or HL depending on the strength of the boundary (Byarushengo et al. 1976).
In Chichewa, a final H is retracted, whereas a non-final H is doubled (Kanerva 1990).

Lastly, the realization of high tones that is suggested to be determined by adjacent
high tones in Northern Sotho (OCP-environment), is crucially influenced by surrounding
high tones in other Bantu languages as well: In Kinyambo, a high tone is deleted if the
word that contains it is followed by another high-toned word within the same domain
(Bickmore 1990). In Chichewa, succeeding high tones are downstepped if they occur in
different phonological phrases (Downing et al. 2004: 183).

After a short introduction to phrasing in phonology, the following section discusses
the prosodic domains which the phonological processes established for Northern Sotho
give evidence for as well as the algorithm that is needed to derive this prosodic domain.

3.3 Phonological Phrasing in Northern Sotho

3.3.1 Theoretical background

Relating prosodic structure to syntactic structure

Syntactic structure influences prosodic structure. For Bantu languages, work on vowel
length in Chi Mwi:ni (Kisseberth & Abasheikh 1974), on tonal processes in Kimatu-
umbi (Odden 1987, see reanalysis in Truckenbrodt 1995) as well as on other languages
(Bickmore 1990, Byarushengo et al. 1976, Hyman 1990, Jokweni 1995, Kanerva 1990,
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Kisseberth 1994, 2000, McHugh 1990, Odden 1995) has brought evidence for the pro-
posal that certain phenomena, like tonal processes, are sensitive to prosodic domains, and
that these prosodic domains stand in a certain relationship to syntactic domains. How-
ever, not much work has been done on Phrasal Phonology in Bantu languages of South
Africa, as in general, prosody is often neglected in work on African languages (Creissels
1996, Bearth 1999). To my knowledge, the only study dealing with Phrasal Phonology
at sentence level is Kisseberth (1994) on Tsonga and Jokweni’s work on Xhosa (1995).
A comprehensive study of phrase-related processes for the Sotho languages is therefore
still lacking. The objective of this chapter is more modest, though. It is meant as an intro-
duction into the issues at hand when eventually exploring the effect that focus has on the
prosody in this language.

For Northern Sotho the influence of syntax on prosody has been observed as early as
first descriptions of the language (e.g. Endemann 1876). The affect of prosodic structure
is reflected in tonal changes and lengthening. The tonal pattern of a word changes with
its position in the sentence. This is illustrated in (14), where the tone pattern of the
verb changes from HL in (14-a) to HH in (14-b) depending on the presence of an object
following the verb.

(14) Northern Sotho

a. (i) Ke a th́u:ša.
‘I am helping.’

(ii) Ke ašó:ma.
‘I am working.’

(iii) Ke a b́o:na.
‘I am seeing.’

b. (i) Ke thúšá mośa:di.
‘I help the woman.’

(ii) Ke šómá polase:ng.
‘I am working at a farm.’

(iii) Ke bóná gaǵo:lo.
‘I see well.’

The linguistic subfield of Prosodic Phonology investigates the relation between prosodic
processes and syntactic phrases. Odden (1987) in his work on the Bantu language Ki-
matuumbi develops an account of phrase-level phonology that refers to syntactic struc-
ture without invoking phrasal prosodic constituents (see also Kaisse 1985). The view of
the phonology-syntax interface that is adopted here, is that prosodic structure acts as a
mediator between phonological processes and syntactic structure (Nespor & Vogel 1986,
Selkirk 1980). This is captured in the Indirect Reference Hypothesis by Inkelas (1989),
which is given in (15).

(15) Indirect Reference Hypothesis (Inkelas 1989)
Phonological rules refer to only prosodic constituent structure.

Prosodic constituents are ordered in a hierarchy which is represented in (16).2

2In order to avoid terminological confusion I use capital letters for prosodic phrases that relate to a
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(16) The Prosodic Hierarchy (Selkirk 1986, Nespor & Vogel 1986)
Utterance Phrase (UP)
Intonational Phrase (IP)
Phonological Phrase (PP)
Phonological Word (PWd)
Foot (F)
Syllable (σ)
Mora (µ)

The prosodic constituent of Foot and Phonological Word denominate metrical domains in
which stress is assigned at or near a domain edge. The view that is followed here is that
also the prosodic domains above the word level serve as metrical domains in which stress
is assigned at or near an edge (Nespor & Vogel 1986, Hayes & Lahiri 1991, Truckenbrodt
2006). This view is not uncontroversial for Bantu languages, both at word- and phrasal
level, as Bantu languages do not show prominence directly. This issue will be taken up
again below.

The phonological processes of penultimate lengthening and the finality restriction,
which were discussed for Northern Sotho in the preceding section, apply above the word-
level. I will therefore restrict the discussion to those domains in the following. Prosodic
constituents above the word-level are defined with reference to syntactic structure. I fol-
low the view pronounced in Truckenbrodt (1995) that it is Phonological Phrases (PP) that
make reference to syntactic XPs such as Noun Phrases (NPs), Verb Phrases (VPs), and
Adjective Phrases (APs).3 Intonation Phrases, in contrast, refer to prosodic constituents
related to syntactic clauses.

Evidence for prosodic structure as a mediator between phonological processes and
syntactic structure comes from the observation that the phonological phrases and the syn-
tactic structure do not always match perfectly, but are influenced by economy consider-
ations such as parameterized alignment constraints or WRAP, which are both discussed
below.

Phonological Phrases

In order to account for the prosodic phrasing in a language on the basis of its syntactic
structure, a phrasing algorithm has to be formulated which links the prosodic structure to
the syntactic structure. Universal phrasing algorithms have been proposed in the litera-
ture, starting with the relation-based theory (Selkirk 1980, Nespor & Vogel 1986, Hayes
1989). This algorithm for the derivation of phrases groups syntactic constituents into
a prosodic constituent provided that they stand in a certain syntactic relationship. The
relevant relationship is the head-complement configuration.

In the study of tone languages, it has been observed that phonological rules are sen-
sitive to one edge of syntactic domains only (Clements 1978 for left edges in Ewe, Chen
1987 for right edges in Xiamen Chinese). Based on these insights and data from vowel
length in the Bantu language Chi Mwi:ni, Selkirk (1986) proposes the end-based theory

specific layer (e.g. Phonological Phrase).
3Thereby, the Phonological Phrase (PP) subsumes what is termed ‘Focus Phrase’ in work by Kanerva

(1990) and Downing (2002) for Chichewa.
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whose algorithm groups all words regardless of their syntactic relationship into a phrase
until the edge of an Xmax constituent. This universal algorithm can account for cross-
linguistic variation in that the relevant edge can be parameterized as left or right.

With the advent of Optimality Theory (Prince & Smolensky 1993), the patterns of
phrasing have been argued to be better understood when the syntax-prosody mapping is
formalized in terms of ranked and violable constraints. Selkirk (1996) reformulates the
edge-alignment approach in the format of Generalized Alignment (McCarthy & Prince
1993). The constraints for aligning syntactic XPs with prosodic boundaries in order to
derive prosodic domains following Selkirk (1996) read as in (17).

(17) Edge alignment in OT (Selkirk 1996)

a. ALIGN-XP,R: ALIGN (XP, R; P, R)
‘For each XP there is a P(hrase) such that the right edge of XP coincides
with the right edge of P.’

b. ALIGN-XP,L: ALIGN (XP, L; P, L)
‘For each XP there is a P such that the left edge of XP coincides with the
left edge of P.’

The alignment of syntactic XPs to Phonological Phrases is subject to the restriction that
the alignment constraints only apply to lexical XPs to the exclusion of functional phrases.
This is formulated in the Lexical Category Condition in (18).

(18) Lexical Category Condition, LCC (Selkirk 1996, Truckenbrodt 1999)
Constraints relating syntactic and prosodic categories apply to lexical syntactic
elements and their projection, but not to functional elements and their projection.

The Lexical Category Condition therefore captures the alignment of prosodic phrases with
lexical categories such as NP, AP, or VP, but excludes alignment with functional phrases
such as DP, IP, or CP and therefore also with functional elements such as pronouns.

In his work on phonological phrases and their relation to syntax, focus, and promi-
nence, Truckenbrodt (1995, 1999) introduces the constraint WRAP-XP which is inspired
by work by Hale & Selkirk (1987) and which is given in (19).

(19) WRAP-XP
‘Each XP is contained in a phonological phrase.’

In contrast to the alignment constraints in (18), the constraint in (19) only ensures that
every XP is contained in one Phonological Phrase (PP). One effect of the constraint in (19)
is that it reduces prosodic structure. Truckenbrodt (1995, 1999) shows that the constraint
in (19) exists besides edge alignment as proposed by Selkirk, and that its relation to the
alignment constraints can explain the variation in phrasing found in several languages,
including Kimatuumbi and Chichewa.

Intonation Phrases

Intonation Phrases are often excluded in the theory of the phonology-syntax interface as
they are supposed to be subject to semantic well-formedness conditions rather than to
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conditions based on surface syntactic structure (Selkirk 1984: 5.4., Selkirk 1986: 385).
It is still an open and “theoretically interesting question as to whether and how the for-
mation of intonation phrases is sensitive to syntactic information” (Truckenbrodt 2005:
274). However, Intonation Phrases arguably show syntactic characteristics. According
to Downing (1970), Intonation Phrases are co-extensive with root clauses whereby the
root clause is a CP that is not embedded inside of a higher clause. Parenthetical mate-
rial, which includes appositives and nonrestrictive relatives, is preceded and followed by
Intonation Phrase breaks (Selkirk 1978, 1984, Nespor & Vogel 1986). For English, this
has been shown by the placement of (obligatory) pauses. Work on Italian supports this
view because left- and right-dislocated topics form their own Intonation Phrase in Ital-
ian, which can be shown by the application of IP-specific phonological rules (Frascarelli
2000).

Observations such as the ones made by Downing (1970) for English and Frascarelli
(2000) for Italian suggest a WRAP-constraint that applies at the level of the Intonation
Phrase. This constraint is given in (20).

(20) WRAP-CP (Truckenbrodt 2005)
‘Each CP is contained in a single Intonation Phrase.’

This constraint yields a parse that wraps the CP into one Intonation Phrase. It is self-
evident that, contrary to the WRAP-XP constraint, the WRAP-CP constraint is not subject
to the Lexical Category Condition (LCC, (18)), as it explicitly refers to functional syntac-
tic structure.

Truckenbrodt (2005) on his work on Intonation Phrase boundaries in German argues
that the universal theory of edge-alignment proposed by Selkirk (1996) is to be extended
to the relation between clauses and Intonation Phrases. Parallel to the ALIGN-XP con-
straint in (17), he proposes the ALIGN-CP constraint in (21).

(21) ALIGN-CP = ALIGN(CP, R; I, R), following Truckenbrodt (2005)
‘The right edge of a CP must coincide with the right edge of an intonation phrase.’

Based on the phenomenon of upstep in German, Truckenbrodt (2005) motivates the con-
straint in (21) for German. Upstep (a process similar to reset, but which appears clause-
finally instead of clause-initially) occurs at the right edge of an Intonation Phrase and
is therefore a diagnostics for IP-boundaries in German. A right edge of an Intonation
Phrase is found at the right edge of clauses, including embedded clauses, as shown in
(22-a-c). However, indication for an IP-boundary is not found preceding medial left edges
of clauses, as in (22-c, d). The word containing the upstepped syllable is marked by bold
capitals in the examples.

(22) IP-boundaries in German (Truckenbrodt 2005)

a. [Die Lola und die Manu wollen der Lena im NovemberM ARONEN geben]CP

[und der Werner will der Hannelore das Leinen weben.]CP

‘Lola and Manu want to give chestnuts to Lena in November, and Werner
wants to weave linen for Hannelore.’
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b. [[Dass die Lehrerin dem Lehrer eineWARNUNG geben will]CP hat die Han-
nelore gewundert.]CP

‘That the (female) teacher wants to give the teacher a warning, surprised
Hannelore.’

c. [Die Lola hat dem Mann, [der einem Maurer einenL ÖWEN gemalt hat]CP ,
ein Lob gegeben.]CP

‘Lola paid the man who drew a lion for the bricklayer a compliment .’
d. [Der Werner hat dem Maler gesagt, [dass er der Lola das Weben zeigen

will.] CP ]CP (no upstep)
‘Werner told the bricklayer that he wants to show Lola how to weave.’

The asymmetry of edge alignment in the phrasing of embedded clauses cannot be captured
by a symmetric constraint such as WRAP-CP in (20). Only alignment constraints as
(21), which are parameterized for one specific edge, render the observable asymmetric
phrasing.

3.3.2 Describing the domain

For Northern Sotho, penultimate lengthening and the interaction of the finality restriction
and high tone spread allow a description of the syntactic domain to which these processes
refer to.

Transitive structures

The phonological rules indicate that in basic word order (SVO) the verb is phrased to-
gether with postverbal elements into one prosodic domain. The data in (23) show that
the verb is not followed by a phrase-boundary. The spread of the verb stem-initial sylla-
ble to the succeeding syllable (HTS) and the absence of lengthening on the penultimate
syllable of the verb are indicative of this analysis. Consequently, the verb and following
constituents form one unit. This holds irrespective of the syntactic status of the following
constituent. In (23-a) it is an object that is phrased together with the verb, in (23-b, c) it
is an adverb.4

(23) Phrasing in transitive structures in Northern Sotho

a. (ke
1

thúšá
help

mo-śa:di)IP

CL1-woman
‘I am helping the woman.’

b. (ke
1

šómá
work

polase:-ng)IP

CL9.farm-LOC

‘I am working at the farm.’
c. (ke

1
bóná
see

gaǵo:lo)IP

well
‘I am seeing well.’

4Admittedly, the adjunct status of the locative in (23-b) might be more controversial than that of the
modal in (23-c). However, I did not find any evidence for a phrase-boundary between the verb and a
following constituent in normal declarative structure.
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A conjoint phrasing for the verb and the following object, as in (23-a), has been reported
for all Bantu languages cited in this section. Also cross-linguistically, it is not surpris-
ing to find a (syntactically and) prosodically close relationship between the verb and the
following object.

Especially noteworthy, therefore, seems the similar, prosodically close relationship
between the verb and a following adverb in Northern Sotho, as in (23-b,c). The following
diagrams illustrate the similar prosodic behavior of immediately postverbal constituents
independent of their grammatical function. Penultimate lengthening and high tone spread
are again taken as diagnostic. The utterances in (24) have been investigated for this pur-
pose.

(24) a. Verb-object sequence
(i) Ke

1
mémá
invite

mo-h́u:mi.
CL1-rich.man

‘I invite the rich man.’
(ii) Ke

1
rwálá
carry

mo-rwá:lo.
CL3-load

‘I am carrying load.’
b. Verb-adverb sequence

(i) Ke
1

b́ıná
dance

mo-nýanye:-ng.
CL3-party-LOC

‘I am dancing at the party.’
(ii) Ke

1
bóá
return

mo-lále:-ng.
CL3-old.field-LOC

‘I am returning from the field.’

Note that (24-a) and (24-b) differ in the number of syllables, as the locative suffix in (24-b)
is syllabic. This is mirrored in the diagrams below, but does not influence the finding. As
in diagram 2, the disyllabic verb used in the sentences is high-toned.

Diagram 5 shows the course of the fundamental frequency over an utterance for two
speakers of Sepedi. For each speaker, the dotted line represents the verb-object sequence,
(24-a), and the solid line represents the verb-adverb sequence, (24-b). The values repre-
sent the average F0 of the vowels from two comparable utterances each. With respect to
F0, we find a parallel contour in verb-object and verb-adverb sequences. The pitch starts
rising on the verbstem initial syllable and continues through the second syllable of the
verb stem.5 After the high-toned verb, the pitch drops on the object or adverb.

Diagram 5: F0 in verb-object/adverb sequences
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5Differences in the realization of the vowel that forms part of the subject markerkehave different origins
and can be neglected here.
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With respect to the raised overall pitch of the verb in the verb-adverb sequence for speaker
DE, I have not found it reported for any other Bantu language that the realized overall
pitch height of the verb depends on the grammatical function of the constituent that fol-
lows. The raised overall contour for verb-adverb sequences needs more investigation in
order to safely conclude that it is an artifact due to the small number of utterances that
went into the calculation of the average.

Diagram 6 shows the average duration of the syllables taken from the same utterances.
In order to allow comparability, the duration has been calculated as relative duration of
the syllable in relation to the utterance. The only syllable that emerges as distinctively
lengthened in comparison to the other syllables is the penultimate syllable, both in the
verb-object and in the verb-adverb sequence. No significant differences emerge on the
second and third syllable that belong to the verb.

Diagram 6: Duration in verb-object/adverb sequences
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A parallel behavior with respect to the phrasing of verb-adverb sequences has been re-
ported for Kinyambo (Bickmore 1990). Also in Kinyambo, a verb is phrased together
with the succeeding constituent independent of its grammatical function.

Ditransitive structures

In a more complex postverbal structure, as in (25), there is no indication for phrase
boundaries either, as is shown in (25-a) for double object constructions, in (25-b) for
object-temporal adverbial sequences, in (25-c) for object-local adverbial sequences, and
in (25-d) for object-modal adverbial sequences. In all examples in (25), the absence of
lengthening on the penultimate syllable of the first postverbal constituent as well as high
tone spread from the medial to the final syllable of the first object (thereby showing the
phrase-medial pattern) suggest that there is no phrase-break intervening between the first
and second postverbal constituent.

(25) Phrasing in ditransitive structures in Northern Sotho

a. Ke
1

fá
give

mo-ǵoló
CL1-brother

di-apa:ro.
CL8-clothes

‘I give the brother clothes.’
b. Ke

1
bóná
see

mo-śad́ı
CL1-woman

mo-śega:ŕe.
CL3-midday

‘I see the woman at midday.’
c. Ke

1
bóná
see

mo-lámó
CL1-brother.in.law

toropo:-ng.
CL9.town-LOC

‘I see the brother-in-law in town.’
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d. Ke
I

bóná
see

malómé
CL1.uncle

ku:du.
much

‘I see the uncle a lot.’

The auditory impression of HTS from the medial to the final syllable of the first object is
illustrated by the average F0-value from the two utterances in (26), pronounced by two
speakers.

(26) a. Ke
1

fá
give

mo-ǵoló
CL1-brother

di-apa:ro.
CL8-clothes

‘I give the brother clothes.’
b. Ke

1
fá
give

mo-śad́ı
CL1-woman

di-apa:ro.
CL8-clothes

‘I give the woman clothes.’

Diagram 7 shows that on the final syllable following the medial, underlyingly high-toned
syllable of the first object, the pitch does not fall as expected according to normal down-
drift, but creates a slight plateau instead. This manipulation of downdrift is interpreted as
evidence for HTS within the immediately postverbal object.

Diagram 7: HTS phrase-medially
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The phrasing of two objects into one prosodic constituents has also been reported for
Chichewa (Kanerva 1990), Kinyambo (Bickmore 1990) and Haya (Byarushengo et al.
1976). That the phrasal incorporation extends to all postverbal constituents independent
of their grammatical functions, i.e. also to postverbal object-adverb sequences, has also
been reported for Kinyambo (Bickmore 1990).

Subject

The lack of penultimate lengthening on the preverbal subject and the occurrence of HTS
suggests that no phrase boundary follows the subject in Northern Sotho, as otherwise the
finality restriction would have applied and made the subject-final syllable exempt from
tone spread.

The occurrence of HTS is illustrated by the single values and the average F0-value for
the utterances in (27) pronounced by one speaker.
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(27) Phrasing of subjects in Northern Sotho

a. (mo-lámó
CL1-brother

!ó
CL1

tla
come

gá:e)IP

CL9.home
‘The brother is coming home.’
whereby the subject ranges overmalóme-‘uncle’, molámo-‘brother-in-law’,
morẃedi- ‘daughter’ andmośadi- ‘woman’

As shown in diagram 8, the high tone of the subject spreads onto the following syllable as
indicated by the raised F0-value. The subject marker is high-toned. Its absolute F0-value
is lower than that of the preceding subject, which suggests a downstep (marked by an
exclamation mark in (27)). The subject marker spreads its high tone onto the following
toneless verb, creating an F0-plateau. The occurrence of HTS is expected because subject
marker and verb can be argued to form one phonological word. The high tone on the
following locative noun phrase is also at a lower pitch level, again suggesting downstep
of adjacent high tones.

Diagram 8: Phrasing of the subject: HTS phrase-medially
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When the subject is a full noun phrase, the absence of lengthening on the penultimate
syllable of the subject and the occurrence of high tone spread on the subject constituent
suggests that the subject is phrased together with the verb into one prosodic constituent.
Further indication for this analysis is the presence of downstep on the high-toned subject
marker which follows the subject constituent in basic word order. A pause after the subject
is only optional.

The phrasing of the subject within a separate prosodic domain in Northern Sotho
deviates from what is found in Chichewa (Kanerva 1990), Tsonga (Kisseberth 1994), and
Chi Mwi:ni (Kisseberth & Abasheikh 1974) a.o., where the subject is phrased separately
from the verb.

Right-dislocated elements

Right dislocation structures show prosodic differences to SVO structures. The sentences
in (28) repeat examples for right-dislocated objects in (28-a) and adverbials in (28-b).

(28) a. (i) (ke
1

a
-A-

mo
CL1

thú:ša)IP

help
(mo-kgala:bje)IP

CL1-old.man
Lit. ‘I am helping him, the old man.’
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(ii) (ke
1

a
-A-

mo
CL1

rá:ta)IP

like
(maló:me)IP

CL1.uncle
Lit. ‘I like him, the uncle.’

(iii) (ke
1

a
-A-

mḿı:tša)IP

CL1.call
(mo-ra:th́o)IP

CL1-brother
Lit. ‘I call him, the brother.’

b. (i) (ke
1

a
-A-

šó:ma)IP

work
(bo-̌sé:go)IP

CL14-evening
‘I work in the evening.’

(ii) (ke
1

a
-A-

šó:ma)IP

work
(ma-th́apa:ḿa)IP

CL6-afternoon
‘I am working in the afternoon.’

(iii) (ke
1

a
-A-

šó:ma)IP

work
(toropo:-ng)IP

CL9.town-LOC

‘I am working in town.’

Apart from the obvious changes in syntax (insertion of object marker and Present Tense
-a-, see chapter 1), the following prosodic changes can be observed: There is a pause
before the right-dislocated object or adverbial, accompanied by a lengthened penultimate
syllable on the verb.6

Apart from pause and lengthening, there is a systematic tonal distinction between
basic word order and right dislocation. The verb does not show the HH tonal pattern but
rather shows a HL tone pattern. This provides evidence for the analysis that the verb is
followed by a phrase boundary. It is exactly the phrase boundary to which the nonfinality
restriction is sensitive to. Thereby the final syllable of the verb is exempt from spreading
and surfaces with a low tone rather than with a high tone. Comparable behavior has been
observed for Chichewa (Bresnan & Mchombo 1987) and has been evaluated as evidence
for the syntactic structure.

In Northern Sotho, the same observations apply for right-dislocated subjects.7 Intona-
tionally, there is again an optional pause before the right-dislocated subject accompanied
by a lengthened penultimate syllable on the preceding constituent, which is a verb in
(29-a) and an object in (29-b). Furthermore, HTS does not occur on the constituent pre-
ceding the dislocated subject. This observation can be explained by the application of the
finality restriction in this environment.

(29) Right dislocation of the subject in Northern Sotho

a. Ó
CL1

a
-A-

šó:ma
work

mo:-nna.
CL1-man

Lit. ‘He is working, the man.’
b. Bá

CL2
thúšá
help

maló:me,
CL1.uncle

ba-kgala:bje.
CL2-old.man

Lit. ‘They help the uncle, the old men.’

6Pause and degree of lengthening seem to be subject to variation. Some speakers do not pause and do
not lengthen the utterance-internal penultimate syllable as much as the utterance-final. The variation might
be influenced by speech tempo and idiolect.
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The phrasing of right-dislocated constituents as separate from the rest of the clause in
Northern Sotho is found for other Bantu languages like Chichewa (Kanerva 1990) and
Haya (Byarushengo et al. 1976) as well.

Left-dislocated elements

With respect to left-dislocated elements, the absence of lengthening and the occurrence
of HTS to the word-final syllable of the preposed constituent suggests that there is no
separation of the left-dislocated constituent from the following subject. This has been
reported for Southern Sotho (Khoali 1991: 68, ex. (66)) and is also true for Northern
Sotho, as shown in (30).

(30) Left dislocation in Northern Sotho

a. (mo-śad́ı
CL1-woman

ke
1

a
-A-

mmó:na)IP

CL1.see
Lit. ‘The woman, I see her.’

b. (malómé
CL1.uncle

ke
1

a
-A-

mmó:na)IP

CL1.see
Lit. ‘The uncle, I see him.’

c. (bǒségó
CL14-evening

ke
1

a
-A-

šó:ma)IP

work
Lit. ‘In the evening, I am working.’

The data in (30) show that there is no phrase-boundary before a left-dislocated constituent.
There is further evidence that preverbal constituents are treated alike, independent of their
syntactic structure. Northern Sotho shows the lexically identical structures given in (31).

(31) Ambiguous structures (only underlying tones are given)

a. Ba-śadi,
CL2-woman

bá
CL2

a
-a-

bá
CL2

thú:ša.
help

‘The women are helping them.’
b. Ba-śadi,

CL2-woman
bá
CL2

a
-A-

bá
CL2

thú:ša.
help

‘They are helping the women.’

In the example in (31-a), the noun phrasebasadiis the subject of the sentence that agrees
with the verb, in (31-b) it is a preposed object that also agrees with the verb. These
ambiguous sentences can be construed productively. In order for them to be appropriate,
they need a specific discourse context. This is given in (32).

7These findings on the phrasing of the right-dislocated subject are in contrast to Khoali (1991: 61) who
reports no separate phrase boundary for right-dislocated subjects in Southern Sotho.

(i) Right-dislocated subjects in Southern Sotho (Khoali 1991: 61)

a. E
CL9

rátá
like

ho
CL15

biná
sing

póódi.
CL9.goat

Lit. ‘It likes to sing, the goat.’
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(32) Ambiguous structures

a. (i) Context: ‘What are the women doing to the men?’ (‘men’ = ba-nna,
class 2)

(ii) Ba-sadii
CL2-woman

bai

CL2
a
-A-

baj

CL2
thǔsa.
help

‘The women are helping them.’
b. (i) Context: ‘What are the men doing toTHE WOMEN?’ (not to the chil-

dren)
(ii) Ba-sadii

CL2-woman
baj

CL2
a
-A-

bai

CL2
thǔsa.
help

‘They are helping the women.’

The pronunciation of these sentences in the contexts given in (32) was recorded from
three native speakers and played back to other native speakers with the task to assign each
of the sentences one of the meanings. The perception task was carried out in order to
test if subject constituents, (32-a), and left-dislocated objects, (32-b), are indeed not dif-
ferentiated suprasegmentally, as suggested by the auditory impression transcribed above.
The informants’ judgments suggest that preposed constituents are indeed not differenti-
ated prosodically independent of their syntactic status. The prosodic realization of the
structures is shown in (33-a). When informants became aware of the difference between
the sentences while producing them, they sometimes used different prosody. However,
this alternative prosody was perceived as a third syntactic structure by other informants.
The alternative structure is given in (33-b).

(33) a. Ba-śad́ı, bá a bathú:ša.
‘The women are helping them.’, ‘They are helping the women.’

b. Ba-śa(:)di,
CL2-woman

bá
CL2

a
-A-

ba
CL2

thú:ša.
help

‘Women! They are helping them.’

The preverbal constituent in sentence (33-b) shows a vocative.
The phrasing of left-dislocated elements together with following constituents is dif-

ferent from what has been reported for languages like Chichewa (Kanerva 1990), Chi
Mwi:ni (Kisseberth & Abasheikh 1974), Tsonga (Kisseberth 1994) and Chizigula (Ken-
stowicz & Kisseberth 1990, though only for preposed objects). However, also for Haya
(Byarushengo et al. 1976) and for adverbs in Chizigula (Kenstowicz & Kisseberth 1990),
the phrasal incorporation of left-dislocated elements has been observed.

Summary

The domain to which the phonological processes in (2) give evidence in Northern Sotho
is bigger than the phonological word, as both penultimate lengthening and the finality
restriction do not occur at the edge of every phonological word. The domain in question
also extends a maximal projection, since both penultimate lengthening and the finality
restriction do not occur at the edge of every maximal projection, but include e.g. both
the direct object and the indirect object. However, the prosodic domain is not as big as a
whole sentence, as right-dislocated constituents are phrased separately.
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Again, variation is found across Bantu languages with respect to the phrasing of the
syntactic constellations treated here. Table 5 summarizes the generalizations that can be
drawn from the literature.8

Table 5: Phrasing in Bantu languages

(S) (VO) (SVO)
Chi Mwi:ni, Tsonga, Chichewa Haya, Northern Sotho, Kinyambo

(V) (O) (VO)
- Chi Mwi:ni, Tsonga,

Chichewa, Northern Sotho, Kinyambo

(VO) (O) (VOO)
Chi Mwi:ni, Kimatuumbi Chichewa, Haya, Northern Sotho,

Kinyambo

(SM OM V) (O) (SM OM V O)
Haya, Chichewa, -
Northern Sotho, Kinyambo

(XP) (S V) (XP S V )
Tsonga, Chichewa, Chi Mwi:ni, Chizigula9 Haya, Northern Sotho, Chizigula10

The following generalizations can be drawn from table 5: Whereas there is variation with
respect to the phrasing of preverbal constituents and VP-internal postverbal constituents,
all languages behave similarly with respect to the phrasing of VO-sequences and right-
dislocated objects. Whereas the former sequence is always contained within one prosodic
phrase, the latter is always separated by a phrase-boundary.

There is no consensus as to which domain the boundaries cited above refer to. The
studies on Chi Mwi:ni (Kisseberth & Abasheikh 1974) and Haya (Byarushengo et al.
1976) do not designate the prosodic constituent, as they appear before work by Selkirk
(1980, 1986) and Nespor & Vogel (1986) established the Prosodic Hierarchy. Working
within the framework of Optimal Domain Theory (ODT), the work on Tsonga (Kisseberth
1994) names the domains according to the processes that refer to it. Further work is
needed to investigate in how far they can be related to the Prosodic Hierarchy. The original
work on Kimatuumbi (Odden 1987) does not relate the phonological processes to prosodic
constituents, but relates them directly to syntactic structure. However, the re-analysis in
Truckenbrodt (1995, 1999) has argued both for Kimatuumbi and Chichewa to relate the
prosodic constituent in question to the Phonological Phrase. Also the work on Kinyambo
(Bickmore 1990) relates the domains in question to the Phonological Phrase, although this
meets some conceptual problems that will be discussed below. In the work on Chizigula
(Kenstowicz & Kisseberth 1990), the domain is not named, but it is the only prosodic
domain above word-level that is discussed in the study.

8The references are the following: Kisseberth & Abasheikh (1974) for Chi Mwi:ni, Kisseberth (1994)
for Tsonga, Byarushengo et al. (1976) for Haya, Kanerva (1990) for Chichewa, Truckenbrodt (1995) for
Kimatuumbi, Kenstowicz & Kisseberth (1990) for Chizigula, Bickmore (1990) for Kinyambo.

10Preposed objects are phrased separately.
10Preposed adverbials are phrased together with the following sentence.
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The ‘wide’ phrasing in Northern Sotho and Haya (two languages that, by the way,
behave similarly with respect to phrasing) could be argued to refer to a level of phrasing
higher than the ‘narrow’ phrasing found in the other languages. However, as illustrated
earlier in this chapter, no evidence for smaller phrases could be found in Northern Sotho.
The following section will discuss to which constituent the established processes refer to
in Northern Sotho by evaluating cross-linguistic characteristics of the phrases in question.

3.3.3 Determining the constituent

As mentioned in section 3.3.1, there are three prosodic levels in the Prosodic Hierarchy
(Selkirk 1980, 1986, Nespor & Vogel 1986) that are above the Phonological Word and that
are therefore of relevance for the question to what prosodic constituent the suprasegmental
rules in Northern Sotho relate to: the Phonological Phrase (PP), the Intonation Phrase (IP),
or the Utterance Phrase (UP). The Utterance Phrase is excluded as domain in question for
the phonological rules in (2), as the data in have shown that the domain can be smaller
than the utterance.

The last section has shown that the relevant prosodic domain is by far larger than a
morphosyntactic XP. This is an argument against analyzing the relevant prosodic domain
as the Phonological Phrase, because Phonological Phrases are argued to be co-extensive
with lexical syntactic XPs. This objection is valid for any work grouping a string of
more than two syntactic XPs into one Phonological Phrase (e.g. Jokweni 1995 for Xhosa;
Truckenbrodt 1995, 1999 for Chichewa; Bickmore 1990 for Kinyambo). It has been
argued in the literature, however, that there are instances where two syntactic XPs are
indeed phrased together. The constraint WRAP-XP introduced in section 3.3.1 has exactly
the effect of phrasing a sequence of two XPs into one prosodic phrase. The constraint is
repeated in (34).

(34) WRAP-XP (Truckenbrodt 1995: 9)
‘Each syntactic XP must be contained in a Phonological Phrase.’

In applying (34) to the syntactic VP, the constraint captures the observation that in Chichewa
for example, two postverbal objects in a ditransitive construction are phrased into one
Phonological Phrase. However, even a constraint like WRAP-XP cannot capture the
phrasing observed in Northern Sotho, even if it allows the Phonological Phrase to contain
more than one maximal syntactic projection. This is for two reasons: On the one hand,
because of its definition, the constraint in (34) does not capture the phrasal incorporation
of adjoined phrases. On the other hand, its economy effect of phrase reduction is limited
to lexical syntactic phrases and crucially does not extend to functional syntactic phrases.
The two arguments will be briefly outlined in turn.

In Northern Sotho, not only objects in ditransitive constructions are phrased into one
phrase, but also adverbs are phrased together with the verb, as shown in (24). Syntacti-
cally, adverbs are assumed to be adjoined to the VP as they are not complements of the
verb. The question therefore arises which of the two VP-nodes in an adjunction structure
is relevant for the constraint in (34): the higher node containing the adverb, or the lower
node, containing only the complements of the respective verb? In answering this question,
I follow Truckenbrodt’s argumentation (1995, 1999) that WRAP-XP is defined as making
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reference to syntactic categories and not to syntactic segments. Thereby, this constraint
behaves like constraints referring to the syntax-phonology mapping more generally. In
an adjunction structure, each VP node represents a syntactic segment. ThecategoryVP
dominates all and only the material dominated by both its VP segments, hence the mate-
rial under the lowest VP node. Consequently, the constraint in (34) makes reference to the
lower VP node only, and VP-adjuncts are not captured by it. This prediction is contrary
to the phrasing facts observed in Northern Sotho.

Furthermore, the constraint WRAP-XP in (34) has been argued to be subject to the
Lexical Category Condition in (18), which states that mapping constraints only apply to
lexical syntactic phrases. Therefore, the phrasal incorporation of the subject in North-
ern Sotho cannot be accounted for by the WRAP-constraint in (34), because the preverbal
subject, being in SpecIP, is within a functional syntactic phrase. Consequently, the Phono-
logical Phrase is not the relevant prosodic domain in Northern Sotho.

Instead, the data from Northern Sotho strongly suggest that there is an affinity of the
domain in question with the root clause. Early work on English argued that root clauses,
but not embedded clauses, are separated by obligatory pauses. Pauses have been inter-
preted as suprasegmental cues to Intonation Phrase boundaries (Downing 1970, Nespor
& Vogel 1986). Also the edges of parentheticals and appositive relative clauses are pro-
nounced with pauses, and are therefore also argued to relate to Intonation Phrases. The
fact that the preverbal subject is phrased together with the verb and the separate phrasing
of right-dislocated constituents in Northern Sotho fulfills the requirements for Intonation
Phrases. Therefore, in the next section the phrasing algorithm will be derived relating
syntactic structure to Intonation Phrases.

Data concerning phonetic cues to Intonation Phrases in Bantu are available from work
on the languages Haya and Chichewa. In Haya, as in English, obligatory pauses can
be related to domains of Intonation Phrases (Byarushengo et al. 1976). In Chichewa,
intonational boundary tones, IP-final lengthening (which occurs at a differing degree from
PP-final lengthening) and downdrift within IPs, or rather reset at IP-boundaries, indicate
edges of Intonation Phrases (Kanerva 1990: 140).

There are two aspects that are noteworthy when relating the phonological processes
to Intonation phrases in Northern Sotho. First, it is interesting to note, that the same
phonological processes such as tone sandhi and lengthening obviously make reference
to different prosodic domains within the same language family (Bantu). That the same
process can refer to different layers of the prosodic hierarchy in different languages, has
emerged from the literature. One example is the boundary tone which is argued to ap-
pear at Intermediate and Intonation Phrase boundaries in English but not at Accentual
Phrase boundaries. In Japanese, a boundary tone also appears at Accentual Phrase bound-
aries (Beckman & Pierrehumbert 1986). Another example is the process of reset which
is argued to appear at phrase boundaries that are aligned to XPs in Japanese (Selkirk &
Tateishi 1991, Phonological Phrases in Truckenbrodt’s (1999) terminology), but at In-
tonation Phrase boundaries in German (Truckenbrodt 2005).11 Microvariation within a
language family in what concerns the determination of prosodic domains both in size and
hierarchical layer consequently remains a topic for further research.

A second issue is that, though the described domain meets cross-linguistic character-

11I thank Hubert Truckenbrodt for pointing out these examples to me.
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istics of Intonation Phrases, this means that up to now, no evidence has been found for the
occurrence of Phonological Phrases in Northern Sotho. The lack of Phonological Phrases
that are subject to phonological rules challenges the Strict Layering Hypothesis, which is
given in (35).

(35) Strict Layering Hypothesis (Selkirk 1984)
A prosodic constituent of rankn is immediately dominated by a single constituent
of rankn+1.

The hypothesis in (35) states that a prosodic constituent is contained in the next-higher
constituent of the prosodic hierarchy. This means that a prosodic word, which shows a
systematic relation to morphosyntactic words without being identical to them, is contained
in a Phonological Phrase, which then is contained in an Intonation Phrase. If no evidence
can be collected for the presence of the Phonological Phrase in Northern Sotho by way
of phonological rules that refer to this constituent, the Strict Layering Hypothesis in (35)
is challenged. Solutions are either to consider the hypothesis in (35) a generalization
that can be violated, or maintain its universality and assume an abstract and empty level
of Phonological Phrases in Northern Sotho. The consequences of these alternatives still
need to be explored.

3.3.4 Phrasing algorithm

In the preceding section it has been argued that the prosodic domain to which the estab-
lished phonological processes refer to is the Intonation Phrase in Northern Sotho. It has
also been pointed out that the Intonation Phrase roughly relates to the root clause. This
section comes back to the determination of the Intonation Phrase through syntax.

Two constraints have been introduced in section 3.3.1 that account for the insertion of
Intonation Phrase boundaries in languages like English and German. These constraints
are ALIGN-CP and WRAP-CP (following Truckenbrodt 2005). For Northern Sotho, the
constraint from the ALIGN-family can account for the observable phrasing, which is given
in (36).12

(36) ALIGN (synIP, R; prosIP, R)13

‘Every syntactic IP is right-aligned with a prosodic Intonation Phrase.’

12The constraint proposed in (36) resembles the one proposed in Downing (2002, (12)) for phonological
phrasing in Haya.

(i) Align R (pause, IP)
‘Align each pause with the right edge of IP.’

The placement of pauses in Haya roughly corresponds to syntactic CP-boundaries (Downing 2002). Al-
though the constraint proposed in (36) is similar to (i) in its underlying idea, namely that the basic alignment-
mechanism is extended to the prosodic IP-level, it differs from it in crucial aspects. The constraint proposed
here follows work by Truckenbrodt (1995) and Selkirk (2004) in that first, it aligns prosodic boundaries with
syntactic constituents according to universal constraints. Downing’s constraint in the notation in (i) aligns
prosodic cues to prosodic phrase boundaries. And second, as a consequence of this, it leaves the language-
specific realization of prosodic boundaries to a separate domain. Downing’s constraint implements the
language-specific prosodic cue in the formulation of the constraint.
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The constraint ALIGN-IP instead of ALIGN-CP is proposed here for reasons of con-
sistency: Throughout the thesis the view has been followed that there is no evidence for a
CP-level in matrix clauses in Bantu languages. It remains an empirical question of further
research also in languages like German (see Truckenbrodt 2005) which functional phrase
edge triggers Intonation Phrase boundaries, either CP, IP, TP, or vP.

The phrasing of root clauses into one prosodic constituent is trivially derived by the
constraint in (36).

(37) Basic word order

a. (ke
1

thúšá
help

mo-śa:di)prosIP

CL1-woman
‘I am helping the woman.’

IP
PPPP
����

IP

pro

I1

aaa
!!!

I0

ke th́ušái

VP
b
bb

"
""

tj

V1

b
b

"
"

V0

ti

NP

mośa:di

The phrasing algorithm in (36) aligns the right edge of the syntactic IP with the right
edge of a prosodic IP. Left prosIP-boundaries are inserted by default. The phrasing of the
whole sentence into one prosodic IP is the observed result.

After the determination of the prosodic domain by the algorithm in (36), the phono-
logical rules that refer to this domain apply. The rule of penultimate lengthening is a
domain-edge rule and in accord with this applies at the right edges of prosodic Intonation
Phrases. Consequently, the penultimate syllable of the final word in the syntactic IP is
lengthened. The finality restriction, which also applies at the right edges of Intonation
Phrases, makes the final syllable of the prosodic IP extratonal. Therefore, the high tone
from the noun stem does not spread onto the following syllable. However, the high tone
from the verbstem initial syllable spreads onto the following syllable.

The constraint in (36) also derives the separate phrasing of right-dislocated constituents.
Following Bresnan & Mchombo (1987), object constituents that co-occur with an object
marker on the verb are assumed to be outside the VP.14 The object constituent is therefore
claimed to be right-adjoined to the IP. This is illustrated in (38). As the phrasing algorithm
in (36) aligns the right edge of a syntactic IP with the right edge of a prosodic IP, one In-
tonation Phrase boundary is inserted following the verb, and a second one following the
dislocated object.

13In order to avoid confusion, syntactic IPs will be marked as synIP and prosodic IPs as prosIP where
necessary.

14For a discussion see also chapter 1 and 2. Evidence for this syntactic assumption comes from the op-
tionality of the object NP, word order restrictions and tonal evidence. Northern Sotho furthermore provides
morphological evidence (insertion of -a- in the Present Tense) that supports this view.
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(38) Right dislocation

a. (Ke
1

a
-a-

mo
CL1

thú:ša)prosIP

help
(mo-śa:di)prosIP

CL1-woman
Lit. ‘I am helping her, the woman.’

IPhhhhhhhh
((((((((

IP
XXXXX
�����

IP

pro

I1
PPPP
����

I0

ke a mok thú:šai

VP
Q
Q

�
�

tj

V1

ll,,
V0

ti

NP

tk

NPk

mośa:di

After the determination of the prosodic domain by the algorithm in (36), the phonological
rules that refer to this domain apply. The rule of penultimate lengthening applies at the
right edge of both prosodic IPs in (38). Consequently, the penultimate syllables of both
the verb and the right-dislocated NP are lengthened. The tonal rule of HTS does not apply,
neither within the verb nor within the noun, because the final syllable of both the verb and
the noun fall under the finality restriction which applies at the edge of the IP. In neither
case does the underlying high tone spread.

As the phrasing algorithm in (36) aligns right edges of prosodic and syntactic phrases,
it makes the prediction that preverbal constituents are phrased together with the follow-
ing constituents into one prosodic phrase. The prediction is made independently of the
syntactic structure of the preverbal constituent. The algorithm in (36) therefore predicts
that both preverbal subject NPs as well as left-dislocated constituents are phrased together
with the following verb. This prediction is borne out by the data. As shown in diagram 8
and (30), both preverbal subjects and preverbal objects are phrased together with the rest
of the clause.

Phrasing in Northern Sotho is therefore asymmetric in that right-dislocated constituents,
but not left-dislocated constituents, appear in a separate prosodic domain. This pattern
can be captured by specifying the alignment constraint to align right edges of syntactic
IPs only, thereby deriving asymmetric phrasing. Next to German, Northern Sotho thereby
provides further evidence for the necessity of alignment constraints at the level of Intona-
tion Phrases.

The data on the phrasing of left-dislocated elements in Northern Sotho also give ev-
idence for the necessity of separate prosodic structure next to syntactic structure more
generally, because these two structures do not coincide. The Intonation Phrase in North-
ern Sotho does not coincide with the root clause. Left-dislocated constituents do not form
part of the root clause and are separated from it intonationally in languages like English
and German. Note that prosodic structure therefore does not provide evidence for the
syntactic position of the subject in Northern Sotho (see discussion in chapters 1 and 4).
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3.3.5 Prominence in Bantu

The preceding sections have shown that the phonological rules make reference to the
Intonation Phrase in Northern Sotho. In section 3.3.1, it has been stated that the view
is followed here that higher constituents of the Prosodic Hierarchy, such as Phonological
Phrase and Intonation Phrase, are also metrical domains in which prominence is assigned.
This section discusses how Intonation Phrases in Northern Sotho display prominence.
Starting with Doke (1927/1992), and taken up in recent work like Truckenbrodt (1995,
1999) and Samek-Lodovici (2005), length has been interpreted as prominence or stress in
Bantu languages. See also the detailed overview in Downing (2004) concerning promi-
nence in Bantu and African languages more generally.

Phonetic evidence

In intonation-only languages15 like English, German and Italian, prominence, e.g. fo-
cus, is expressed through sentential accent. The phonetic correlate of sentential accent is
F0-movement (pitch accent) in intonation-only languages. Odden (1999: 192) summa-
rizes that the most reliable acoustic correlate of stress in Bantu tone languages is greater
duration. It can be argued that F0-movement and duration are not arbitrary acoustic pa-
rameters, but that both are acoustic variants of an abstract notion of prominence. This
view will be motivated in this section.

With respect to pitch accent, it is straight-forward that the F0-movement is an acoustic
parameter of prominence because of the direct correlation between focused constituent
and pitch accent in intonation-only languages like English and German: The focused
constituent bears a pitch accent (Jackendoff 1972, Selkirk 1995, and many others).

With respect to duration, word-level stress in intonation-only languages supports the
view that length is a parameter of prominence. The phonetic correlates of word-level
stress in languages like English and German are duration, F0, intensity and the distri-
bution of intensity levels in the spectrum (see Heuven & Sluijter 1996, Sluijter 1995).
Studies on the perception and production of word-level stress in German have shown that
duration is the most reliable phonetic cue to word-level stress in this language (Dogil
& Williams 1999, Jessen et al. 1995). As the stressed syllable of a word is the most
prominent syllable within the word-domain, duration qualifies as an acoustic parameter
of an abstract notion of prominence. Word-level stress and sentence-level stress interact
in intonation-only languages in the sense that sentential accent is realized on the stressed
syllable of a word. This relation supports considering F0-movement and duration as two
aspects of the same thing, namely prominence. Ladd (1996: 48) discusses the view that
is sometimes held in the literature that lexical stress (=word-level stress) is only a phono-
logical abstraction, and the ‘stressed’ syllable of a word is simply the place where actual
sentence-level prominence occurs if the word is prominent in a sentence.

If duration and changes in fundamental frequency are regarded acoustic correlates of
prominence, then the use of F0-changes in German and English and the use of duration
in Bantu languages, such as Northern Sotho, can be considered serving the same purpose
from a phonetic perspective. The use of duration as an acoustic cue to prominence can be

15The term is adopted from Gussenhoven (2004: 12) and refers to languages without lexical tone.
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motivated by the fact that Bantu languages already use changes in fundamental frequency
to indicate lexical and grammatical meaning. However, this reasoning does not apply to
all tone languages, since a careful phonetic study on Chinese has shown that in a tone
language F0 can indeed be modulated under focus (Xu 1999).

Phonological evidence

Apart from the phonetic motivation to consider the lengthened penultimate syllable promi-
nent, accentual properties of Bantu languages serve as further evidence for stress in Bantu
languages. The discussion of phonological evidence for prominence follows the detailed
overview in Downing (1996, 2003).

The role of accent in tonology has been an issue in Bantu tonology since the 1970s,
when McCawley (1970, 1978) characterized some Bantu languages as accentual tone
languages. Accentual tone languages are languages that combine features of pitch-accent
and ‘pure’ tone languages.

One word about the conception of stress and/or accent in Bantu tonology. Since Mc-
Cawley’s proposal of tone languages with accentual properties, the conception of ac-
cent has undergone striking changes in Bantu tonology (see Downing 1996: 114f for an
overview). In the latest proposal before Optimality Theory, accent is redefined as metri-
cal prominence (Goldsmith 1987, Goldsmith et al. 1989). In accentual languages, high
tones and metrical prominence can interact. It should be noted, however, that although
metrical structures were originally devised to explain stress patterns, metrical prominence
is not equivalent to stress as known from intonation-only languages. While stress is one
of the possible surface realizations of prominence, a metrically prominent syllable is de-
fined phonologically as one which is associated with a certain hierarchical position in
an abstract metrical constituent structure (Goldsmith 1987). The phonology of a given
language will determine whether a metrically prominent position correlates with stress or
high pitch or vowel length – or with no surface feature whatsoever in some cases.

According to McCawley (1970, 1978), pitch-accent languages and tone languages
differ both in their underlying representations and in their rules. With respect to the un-
derlying representation, tone in pitch accent languages is contrastive on every morpheme,
whereas tone in tone languages is contrastive on every syllable. Therefore, in pitch-accent
languages, underlying representations only need to indicate which syllable, if any, con-
tributes an accent. With respect to phonological rules, rules in pitch-accent languages can
act at long distance and apply to yield at most one accent per domain, whereas in tone lan-
guages, tonal rules may only target immediately adjacent syllables and can spread tones.
This is illustrated below.

As the data in (39-a) are meant to illustrate, the only tonal contrast for verb stems
in Xhosa, as in other Bantu languages (Greenberg 1948, Guthrie 1967-71), is between
low-toned stems (in (i)) and high-toned stems (in (ii)). This is because only the initial
syllable of verb stems contrasts for tone in Bantu languages (Kisseberth & Odden 2003).
Consequently, it needs only be specified underlyingly which syllable contributes the high
tone, instead of specifying for every syllable which tone value it contributes. Furthermore,
in (39-b), the verb stem high tone surfaces either on the penultimate or antepenultimate
syllable of the verb stem (which is the third morpheme in the examples in (39-b)), al-
though it is arguably the stem initial syllable that contributes the high tone. This process
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of tone shift serves as an example for an accentual rule that can act at long distance. It
does not necessarily target the immediate syllable, but can show its influence over several
intervening syllables.

(39) Pitch accent properties

a. Xhosa verb - accentual representation (Cassimjee & Kisseberth 1998: 77,
85)
(i) ndi-ya-caciisa ‘I am explaining’

ndi-ya-xoleela ‘I forgive’
si-ya-moneela ‘we are waiting for’

(ii) ndi-ya-sebéénza ‘I am working’
si-ya-sebénzeela ‘we are working for’
ni-ya-nyinyithékiisa ‘you (pl.) are making slippery’

b. Tone Shift in Xhosa - accentual rule (Cassimjee & Kisseberth 1998: 85)
ndi-ya-sebéénza ‘I am working’
si-ya-sebénzeela ‘we are working for’
ni-ya-nyinyithékiisa ‘you (pl.) are making slippery’

In non-accentual tone languages, on the other hand, underlying representations must in-
dicate tone for every syllable, as illustrated by the data in (40). The noun stem system
of Kikuyu, (40-a), shows properties of a tonal system.16 In a two-tone system in which
every syllable needs to be specified for its tonal value, eight tonal patterns are expected
for three-syllabic noun stems. In Kikuyu, seven out of these eight possible patterns are
attested, as shown in (40-a). With respect to phonological rules, rules in tone languages
may only target immediately adjacent syllables and can spread tones. The rule of high
tone spread in Emakhuwa, (40-b), illustrates a rule with tonal properties. Similarly to
Northern Sotho, tone spread targets the syllable immediately adjacent to the one bearing
the tone which triggers the rule.

(40) Tonal properties

a. Kikuyu noun (McCawley 1978: 127) - tonal representation
HHH hÉnÉrÉ ‘slab’
HHL náúrò ‘person with shaved head’
HLH tı́nòŕı ‘large boy not circumcised with his age-mates’
HLL
LHH rèmérÉ ‘way of cultivating’
LHL bàŕıı́tı̀ ‘anger’
LLH bÒÒbÒÒtÓ ‘downpour’
LLL b ÈrÈd̀ı ‘leaf-shaped spear’

b. Tone Spread in Emakhuwa (Cheng & Kisseberth 1979) - tonal rule
inúpá. . . ‘house’
nrérémélá . . . ‘eel’
nthóndóro. . . ‘a long rope’

16Generally, verb stems in Bantu only show a contrast between high and low (or toneless) stems. Noun
stems in Proto-Bantu had more tonal contrasts (Guthrie 1967-71), which have been preserved in a number
of Bantu languages, a.o. Kikuyu.
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As already suggested by the examples in (39) and (40), Bantu languages combine charac-
teristics of pitch-accent languages in what concerns (mostly) the underlying representa-
tion, with features of tone languages in what concerns the phonological rules (McCawley
1970, 1978, Downing 2003).

Taking together McCawley’s pioneering work, subsequent studies on accentual tone
languages (e.g. Hyman 1977, Odden 1988, 1999) and further work on stress-accent lan-
guages, Downing (2003) states the following properties as diagnostic of accentual tonal
systems:

(41) Accentual tonal systems

a. Culminativity
One main stress occurs in a particular domain.

b. Positional restriction
Stress demarcates major morpheme edges, i.e. stress is peripheral.

c. Tone-(stress) accent interaction
Stress conditions the location of high tones (H).

Downing (2003) shows data from Xhosa and Chichewa that illustrate the accentual prop-
erties of these languages, both at word- and sentence-level.

At word-level, it is uncontroversial that Bantu languages show accentual properties
in some areas of the tonal grammar. With respect to culminativity, in Xhosa only one
H tone is found per verb stem in many tenses. Also the process of tone shift, illustrated
in (39-b), leads to culminativity. As Kenstowicz (1993), Cassimjee & Kisseberth (1998)
and Kisseberth & Odden (2003) show, tone shift is related to the process of tone spread
which is illustrated by the Emakhuwa data in (40-b). Tone shift results instead of spread
when only the rightmost syllable in the tone spread domain bears a H tone instead of
all intervening syllables as well. Kenstowicz (1993) argues that the delinking, which
accounts for tone shift, is best explained with the culminativity effect of stress accent.

With respect to positional restrictions, the data in (39-b) show that H tones in Xhosa
occur at word edges, i.e. either on the penultimate or the antepenultimate, even though the
syllable contributing the H tone can be several syllables away. Downing (2003) interprets
the data in the sense that positional restrictions on the location of H tones make syllables
at the right edge of the word prominent in a fashion analogous to stress-accent.

With respect to tone-accent interaction, Downing (2003) argues that it is the phrasal
stress on the penultima (i.e. lengthened penultimate according to Doke 1954) that condi-
tions the antepenultima as a target for H tone shift, as seen in (39). This can be shown by
data in which the verb occurs phrase-medially, i.e. where the penultimate is not stressed,
and where a H tone shifts to the penultimate. The relevant data are given in (42), cited
from Downing (2003).17

17In the case of Xhosa, high tones therefore avoid the stressed syllable. Though the stress-accent interac-
tion is clear, Downing (2003: 65) points out that more research is necessary to understand why high tones
sometimes avoid stressed syllables (as in Xhosa) and sometimes are attracted to them (as in Chichewa).
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(42) Xhosa (Downing 2003: 65, citing Cassimjee & Kisseberth 1998: 97)
ba-baĺısa ‘they narrate ... ’
ba-xoléla ‘they forgive ...’
ba-qonond́ısa ‘they emphasize ...’

In Bantu languages stress at word-level has no direct phonetic correlate but is an ab-
stract notion of metrical prominence. For stress at phrasal level, Downing (2003) follows
Doke (1954) in interpreting the lengthened penultimate syllable as evidence for stress.
Downing (2003) discusses analogies between sentential accent assignment in languages
like English and phrase accent assignment in languages like Chichewa and Xhosa, and
concludes:

“Phonological phrase alignment in Chichewa and Xhosa is highly reminis-
cent of English sentential accent assignment [...]. Both PPs and sentential
accent are cues to focus. Both target phrase-final position under broad focus
and obligatorily retract to an element earlier in the phrase if it has narrow
focus. The final element of the PP is assigned stress and conditions tone,
properties also shared by sentential accent.” (Downing 2003: 71)

One crucial difference, however, between sentential accent in English and phrasal stress
in Chichewa, that only recently received attention, is the lack of culminativity in the
latter (Downing 2003). As Downing (2003) points out, in the Bantu languages that use
prominence for the indication of focus, the focused element is detected by paradigmatic
comparison with the unmarked structure, not by syntagmatic prominence.

Properties of Bantu tone systems provide evidence for an accentual nature of these
systems and allow therefore to draw a parallel to other accent systems. Through this
parallel the notion of prominence can be motivated for Bantu languages as well.

However, not all Bantu languages meet the characteristics of accentual tone sys-
tems. Bantu languages that have been claimed to display pitch accent systems are Xhosa
(Goldsmith et al. 1989), Luganda, Safwa, Kinga, Hibena, Kikerewe (Odden 1988), and
Chichewa (Downing 2003) among others. Other Bantu languages, like Makua, Kimatu-
umbi and Kuria (Odden 1988) have been shown to have tonal properties. Generally, both
Hyman (1989) and Odden (1999) regard the necessity of accent in Bantu languages with
skepticism, partly due to the existence of tonal spreading processes in many Bantu lan-
guages that can only be analysed in terms of tones not stress. A closer examination of the
Northern Sotho tone system shows that also Northern Sotho lacks accentual properties in
its tone system.

With respect to culminativity, Northern Sotho is in line with all other Bantu languages
that verbs have at most one high tone underlyingly. However, nouns can have more than
one high tone underlyingly and therefore violate the principle of culminativity. Examples
are given in (43).

(43) Non-culminativity in nouns in Northern Sotho
a. mośegaŕe ‘midday’
b. math́apaḿa ‘afternoon’
c. gósaśa ‘in the morning’
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It remains to be investigated if the occurrence of two high tones in the examples in (43)
can be ascribed to the morphological complexity of these nouns.

With respect to positional restrictions, Northern Sotho shows an asymmetry in the
verb and noun tone system. Whereas the high tone in verbs is restricted to word-edges (it
is realized on the stem initial syllable), the high tone in nouns can occur on every syllable.
Examples are given in (44).

(44) Tonal properties of nouns in Northern Sotho (Ziervogel & Mokgokong 1969)
a. HL púdi - ‘goat’

ph́ıri - ‘hyena’
b. LH kgomó - ‘cow’

ngwańa - ‘child’
c. LLH morath́o - ‘younger brother’
d. LHL mośadi - ‘woman’

moǵolo - ‘elder brother’
e. HLH gósaśa - ‘in the morning’
f. HLL phı́nere - ‘winner’

nónwane - ‘folktale’

With respect to the third parameter, namely tone-stress interaction, Northern Sotho shows
that there is no preference for the high tone to align with the stressed (lengthened) syllable
in nouns. In the Sepedi dialect of Northern Sotho (as well as in Setswana and Southern
Sotho), HTS is strictly local to the right-adjacent syllable18 and therefore does not target
a metrically stressed syllable at the right edge of the prosodic constituent. Examples has
been given in preceding sections and are also given in (45) for another language of the
Sotho family.

(45) HTS in Sesotho (Mmusi 1992: 40, 63)
a. goáǵısa:nya ‘to live in harmony’

go kh́urúmele:tsa ‘to cover for’
b. ó á le:ma ‘he is ploughing’

ó á leba:la ‘he is forgetting’
ó á kgorome:tsa ‘he is pushing’

Although the high tone is not attracted to the prominent syllable in the data in (45), this
does not necessarily contradict an accentual approach. One can argue that in (45), the high
tone is simply realized on the underlying syllable, expressing faithfulness to the under-
lying form. An alternative analysis for bounded spread as in (45) also involves metrical
structure, though at a different prosodic layer. According to this view (e.g. Bickmore
2003), high tones are spread within the binary foot which is constructed with the under-
lyingly high-toned syllable as the strong syllable.

The existence of the finality restriction has also been interpreted as evidence for ac-
centual structure. Comparable restrictions are not found for segmental processes such as
vowel harmony e.g., but only for accent in that a final syllable might not be accented.

18In two Northern Sotho dialects, the high tone aligns with the stressed (lengthened) syllable (see
Monareng 1992 and Zerbian, to appear).
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To sum up, some arguments can be raised that contradict accentual aspects of the
tone system in Northern Sotho, as e.g. the lack of clearly accentual characteristics at the
word-level. Nevertheless, the assignment of lengthening at phrase-edges, the presence
of the finality restriction and the nature of the phonetic cue involved speak in favor of
prominence in Northern Sotho.

Assigning prominence

Work on intonation in European languages like English, German or Italian has brought
evidence for the generalization that each syntactic XP must contain phrasal stress at the
level of the Phonological Phrase. The last of these phrasal stresses is strengthened on the
level of the Intonation Phrase. The former generalization is captured by the constraint in
(46).

(46) STRESS-XP (Truckenbrodt 1995, 2006)
‘Each XP must contain a phrasal stress.’ (where ‘phrasal stress’ is the head of a
phonological phrase)

The second generalization, namely that the last of the phrasal stresses is enforced at the
level of IP, is captured by the constraint in (47), following work by Nespor & Vogel (1986)
and Truckenbrodt (1995, 2006).

(47) H-I: A LIGN (IP, R, Head(IP), R)
‘Align the right boundary of every intonational phrase with its head.’

The constraint in (47) accounts for edge-most prominence within the Intonation Phrase
and captures the rightmost stress observable in languages like English, German and Italian
because of its specification to the right edge.

As argued for in detail in the preceding section, the assignment of lengthening at
phrase edges, the presence of the finality restriction and the phonetic cue involved speak in
favor of prominence in Northern Sotho. Also in Northern Sotho, prominence is rightmost
in the clause, i.e. the penultimate syllable of a clause is lengthened. As the clause-final
position corresponds to the final position within a prosodic IP, prominence is rightmost in
the prosodic IP. The data therefore suggest to follow the analysis proposed above, in that
the constraint in (47) accounts for the observable pattern.

The constraint in (47) will be taken to be crucial for prominence assignment in North-
ern Sotho. In its regular allocation of lengthening to the penultimate syllable in a phrase,
the Northern Sotho intonation system can be characterized as one in which sentential
pitch is typically associated with a particular syllable of a phrase rather than a word. The
location of the syllable to be made prominent is determined with reference to the phrase
boundary. The pure regularity in the assignment of prominence in Northern Sotho is il-
lustrated by the fact that any grammatical category can be assigned prominence, not only
verbs and nouns, but also functional categories such as pronouns, as in (48-a), or even to
semantically empty marker of syntactic structure, as in (48-b).
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(48) a. Ke
1

a
-A-

mo:
CL1

[fa]F .
give

‘I give (it) to him.’
b. Ke

1
a:
-A-

ja.
eat

‘I am eating.’

Furthermore, the regularity in stress assignment also accounts for the lack of culminativity
across utterances in the case of right dislocation, as length is assigned to the penultimate
syllable at every syntactic IP-edge.

The following confinement applies to what has just been argued: The necessity of
a constraint like (46) cannot be meaningfully tested for Northern Sotho, as so far no
evidence for a level of the Phonological Phrase could be gathered. The apparent lack of
the Phonological Phrase-level in Northern Sotho remains an issue for further research at
this point, as it also violates the Strict Layering Hypothesis that has been mentioned in
(35).

Let us assume for now that there is an abstract level of Phonological Phrase to which
stress is assigned according to (46), but to which (to my knowledge) no phonological rules
of Northern Sotho make reference to.

3.3.6 Summary

This section has shown the phonological processes which are relevant at phrasal level
in Northern Sotho. These are penultimate lengthening and the finality restriction which
manifests itself in the blocking of HTS. Arguments have been discussed to analyse the
relevant prosodic domain as the Intonation Phrase. It has been argued that the phrasing
in Northern Sotho can be accounted for by a phrasing algorithm that aligns the right edge
of the syntactic IP with the right edge of the prosodic IP. Furthermore, this section has
argued for the lengthened penultimate syllable to be interpreted as prominent in Northern
Sotho. Thereby, it follows earlier claims made for these languages which are based on
phonetic evidence as well as accentual properties of the language’s tone system.

Issues of further research with respect to phrasing of Northern Sotho are the investi-
gation of further syntactic configurations which include syntactic IP-boundaries, such as
conjoined (syntactic) IPs, preposed clauses and embedded relative clauses. Furthermore,
it seems interesting to investigate if there is reset at IP-boundaries, similarly to what has
been reported for German (Truckenbrodt 2005). Thereby, a potential systematic relation
between prosodic cues and prosodic boundaries would be explored. The proposal made in
this section should, of course, be extended to languages such as Haya, Kinyambo, Tsonga,
and Chizigula, whose phrasing shares certain properties with Northern Sotho.

With this background on tonal and suprasegmental processes in Northern Sotho, the
next section turns to the question how phrasing is exploited for the marking of focus in
other Bantu languages. It motivates the detailed study on the prosodic expression of focus
in Northern Sotho by reviewing the literature with respect to how Bantu tone languages
make use of suprasegmental means in order to express pragmatic information.
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3.4 Influence of focus on prosody

3.4.1 Introduction

The description of the influence of focus on syntax in chapter 2 has shown that in Northern
Sotho only subjects show a syntactic reflex of focus. They appear postverbally or in a cleft
construction, dependent on the valency of the verb. Focused non-subject constituents
appear in situ in their canonical postverbal position, as shown in (49-a). Furthermore, it
has been described that a tendency can be observed to delete or pronominalize constituents
that are given in discourse, as in (49-b) with respect to the object pronoun.

(49) Postverbal object focus

a. (i) O
2

thúša
help

máng?
who

‘Who do you help?’
(ii) Ke

1
thúšá
help

[mo-gó:lo]F .
CL1-brother

‘I help theBROTHER.’
b. (i) O

2
thúšá
help

mo-ǵolo
CL1-brother

néng?
when

‘When do you help the brother?’
(ii) Ke

1
mo
CL1

thúšá
help

[mo-śega:ŕe]F .
CL3-midday

‘I help him DURING THE DAY.’

Furthermore, it has been reported in chapter 2 that morphosyntactic reduction or dele-
tion is by no means obligatory in Northern Sotho. Therefore, minimal pairs emerge
when discourse-old constituents are not reduced morphosyntactically, as in (50-a-ii) and
(50-b-ii).

(50) Syntactic minimal pairs in Northern Sotho

a. (i) O
2

thúšá
help

mo-ǵolo
CL1-brother

néng?
when

‘When do you help the brother?’
(ii) Ke

1
thúšá
help

mo-ǵoló
CL1-brother

[mo-śegaŕe]F .
CL3-midday

‘I help the brotherDURING THE DAY.’
b. (i) O

2
thúšá
help

máng
who

mo-śegaŕe?
CL3-midday

‘Who do you help during the day?’
(ii) Ke

1
thúšá
help

[mo-góló]F
CL1-brother

mo-śegaŕe.
CL3-midday

‘I help THE BROTHERduring the day.’

The question arises if the focused constituent is marked prosodically in minimal pairs like
the two answers in (50). I refer back to chapter 1 for a general definition of grammatical
marking of focus. Prosodic marking of focus in a language entails a rule that assigns an
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F-marked constituent a specific prosodic ‘feature’.
English and German are familiar examples for languages that show prosodic F-marking.

Pitch is used to differentiate between the equivalent sentences in (51), which differ in the
information status of their constituents alone (Selkirk 1995). In (51), capitals are used to
indicate an H*L pitch accent that signals focus.

(51) Syntactic minimal pairs in English

a. Peter ate pizza [YESTERDAY]F .
b. Peter ate [PIZZA]F yesterday.

The occurrence of the pitch accent can be considered prosodic F-marking as it is closely
tied to the focused constituent. Generally speaking, in these languages the F-marked
constituent bears a pitch accent whereby the actual placement of the pitch accent within
the focused constituent is determined by a variety of factors (such as syntax and discourse-
status of constituents within the focused phrase).

Though pitch accent as the prosodic correlate is probably the best known example
of prosodic marking of focus (the one that is best investigated it is without doubt), pitch
accent is by no means the universal prosodic cue to focus. Detailed work on Bengali
(Hayes and Lahiri 1991) has suggested that it is not pitch accent that is informative for
the information structure of the sentence, but rather phonological phrasing which entails
intonational changes. Examples for prosodic marking of focus are given in (52) (repeated
from chapter 1, Selkirk 2004).

(52) Cross-linguistic prosodic means of focus-marking

•appearance of special tonal morpheme

•appearance of default pitch accent

•demarcation by a prosodic phrase edge

•presence of main stress of a prosodic phrase

•appearance in a higher pitch range

•vowel length under main phrasal stress

The general path taken by Truckenbrodt (1995, 1999) and also used in Selkirk (2004) is
that there is a relation between focus-marked syntactic constituents on the one hand and
prosodic prominence on the other hand. All the predictable prosodic properties related to
focus which are given in (52) are claimed to be derived as a consequence of phonological
markedness constraints on the relation between prosodic prominence and other aspects of
phonological representation. The Focus Prominence Theory (named as such in Selkirk
2004) is meant to provide an account of the diverse phonological properties that are as-
sociated with focus cross-linguistically, but also to explain the observed generalizations
about focus projection and focus-related prominence within the sentence.

3.4.2 Prosody in tone languages

With respect to tone languages, it is discussed controversially in how far intonation, i.e.
suprasegmental means in general, is used to convey discourse-pragmatic meaning. Work
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on Chinese has shown that at least some tone languages make use of intonation in ad-
dition to syntactic means in order to mark focus (Xu 1999, Xu 2004). With respect to
African tone languages, studies on Eastern Bantu languages and on one Southern Bantu
language have shown that focus is marked prosodically in these languages (Hyman 1990
for Kinande, Kanerva 1990 and Downing et al. 2004 for Chichewa, Jokweni 1995 for
Xhosa). However, the focused constituent is not marked through pitch accent as familiar
from intonation languages like English and German, but rather by changes in phonologi-
cal phrasing. Focus in these languages therefore has an effect on phonological phrasing,
in that further phrase boundaries are inserted (‘boundary narrowing’, Hyman 1999).

The examples in (53) from Chichewa illustrate this point. Among the cues to phono-
logical phrase boundaries in Chichewa are the lack of high tones on phrase-final vowels
and lengthened vowels in the penultimate syllable of phrase-final words (see Kanerva
1990 for more details on the phonological processes that motivate Phonological Phrases
in Chichewa). Phonological Phrase boundaries are indicated by parentheses, focus struc-
ture is indicated by brackets. Under wide focus (as controlled for by questions), the entire
VP is a single Phonological Phrase, as shown in (53-a). The same phrasing is observed
for narrow focus on the sentence-final prepositional phrase in (53-b). Narrowing the focus
within the sentence, as to the object in (53-c) or to the verb in (53-d), results in an increase
of Phonological Phrase boundaries.

(53) Focus phrasing in Chichewa (Kanerva 1990: 98)

a. (i) ‘What did he do?’
(ii) ([anaḿenýa

he.hit
nyumbá
house

nd́ı
with

mwáála]F )PP

stone
‘He hit the house with a stone.’

b. (i) ‘What did he hit the house with?’
(ii) (anaḿenýa nyumbá [nd́ı mwáála]F )PP

c. (i) ‘What did he hit with the rock?’
(ii) (anaḿenýa [nyúumba]F )PP (nd́ı mwáála)PP

d. (i) ‘What did he do to the house with the rock?’
(ii) ([anaḿeenya]F )PP (nyuúmba)PP (nd́ı mwáála)PP

The data in (53) show that the focused constituent is followed by a Phonological Phrase
boundary. Downing et al. (2004) describe the disruption of downdrift and pauses as a
further phonetic cue to focus in Chichewa. For further details of the analysis concerning
the phrasing of post-focal constituents see Kanerva (1990) and the re-analysis in Truck-
enbrodt (1995, 1999). For comparable expression of focus by suprasegmental means in
Xhosa see Jokweni (1995) and the re-analysis in Zerbian (2004b).

Apart from cross-linguistic comparison with neighboring and related Bantu languages,
there are two further sources of evidence that suggest suprasegmental expression of focus
in Northern Sotho as well. First, intonation is used for conveying discourse-pragmatic
meaning in Northern Sotho. Changes in pitch and length on the penultimate syllable dis-
tinguish declaratives from yes/no-questions in Northern Sotho and Southern Bantu lan-
guages more general (Poulos & Louwrens 1994: 374, Jones et al. 2001a,b in a detailed
phonetic study on Xhosa), as shown in (54). Independent of the lexical tone patterns
of the words used in an utterance, the yes/no-question is pronounced at a higher overall
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pitch, as indicated by the arrow, and lacks the lengthened penultima.

(54) Intonation in yes/no-questions

a. ➚

I
O
2

dumedǐsa
greet

di-kgarebe?
CL10-lady

‘Are you greeting the ladies?’
b. Ee,

yes
ke
1

dumedǐsa
greet

di-kgare:be.
CL10-lady

‘Yes, I am greeting the ladies.’

Also, a non-lexical high tone on the ultimate syllable of a clause indicates continuation,
as shown in (55). Though the clause-final wordlefasetereis all low-toned, a high tone is
pronounced on its final syllable if it is followed by a coordinated clause.

(55) Continuation rise

a. Kgarebe
CL9.lady

e
CL9

tswalela
close

le-fasetere
CL5-window

H%

I
mo-kgalabje
CL1-old.man

o
CL1

bula
open

le-mati
CL5-door

.

‘The lady closes the window, (and) the old man opens the door.’

Second, prosodic phrasing in Northern Sotho is by no means fixed. Factors such as syntac-
tic structure (but also constituent size and branchingness) have been reported to influence
phrasing in the Sotho languages (Khoali 1991). A prosodic consequence of right dislo-
cation, discussed in chapter 2, is that ‘afterthought’-constituents are intonationally set off
from the preceding nuclear clause. This is illustrated in (56), where ‘–’ in (56-b) indicates
pause.

(56) Prosodic reflexes of information structure

a. (i) Who are you helping?
(ii) (Ke

1
thúšá
help

mo-śa:di)IP

CL1-woman
‘I am helping the woman.’

b. (i) What are you doing to the woman?
(ii) (Ke

1
a
-A-

mo
CL1

thú:ša)IP

help
-
–

(mo-śa:di)IP

CL1-woman
Lit. ‘I am helping her, the woman.’

In comparing (56-a) to (56-b), right-dislocated elements induce a change in the tonal
pattern on the preceding verb, as well as additional lengthening of the penultimate vowel
of the verb. Furthermore, the verb is followed by a pause. However, the presence of the
object marker on the verb in the example in (56-b) supports the view that the structure
in (56-b) is determined syntactically and that the resulting intonational changes follow
from the syntactic structure. The example in (56-b) therefore does not constitute a case
that is of interest for the investigation in this chapter. This chapter investigates prosody
as a means for the marking of focus independent of syntax. Nevertheless, intonational
changes as in (56-b) deserve further research, as they are a prosodic reflex of information
structure.

Variation in phrasing and intonational changes for conveying discourse-pragmatic
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meaning justify the hypothesis that suprasegmental means also play a role in postver-
bal in situ focus in Northern Sotho. If there is prosodic marking of focus in Northern
Sotho, it is expected that suprasegmental changes can be observed, either concerning the
realization of underlying tone patterns, realization of length, or overall register height.

3.4.3 Expectation

It has been reported for other Bantu languages that a prosodic phrase boundary is in-
serted to the right of the focused element (Jokweni 1995 for Xhosa, Kanerva 1990 for
Chichewa). The expected phrasing differences under focus in Northern Sotho, following
the existing body of research, are illustrated in (57), together with the resulting supraseg-
mental differences that follow from it. Only right (phonological) IP-boundaries are indi-
cated in the examples. The sentence in (57) has the tonological structure that allows HTS
to occur from the verb stem initial syllable to the verb stem final vowel. VP-focus and
object focus result in ‘wide phrasing’, i.e. a phrase boundary is inserted after the object,
as shown in (57-a,b). Therefore, HTS can occur on the verb. The final syllable of the ob-
ject is lengthened as it appears in phrase-final position. The high tone on the noun cannot
spread to the clause-final syllable as the finality restriction rules out a derived H tone on a
phrase-final syllable. Under verb focus, as in (57-c), a phrase boundary is predicted after
the focused verb. This results in lengthening of the penultimate syllable of the verb (in
addition to the penultimate syllable of the object which is also in phrase-final position),
and in blocking of HTS on the verb because of the finality restriction.

(57) Expected phrasing under focus (IP refers to prosodic IP-boundaries)

a. What are you doing?
Ke mémá moh́u:mi)IP .
‘I [invite the RICH MAN]F .’

b. Who do you invite?
Ke mémá moh́u:mi)IP .
‘I invite [the RICH MAN]F .’

c. What are you doing with the rich man?
Ke mé:ma)IP moh́u:mi)IP .
‘I [ INVITE ]F the rich man.’

Based on the phrase-related tonological processes in Northern Sotho, a production and
perception experiment has been carried out in order to determine if focus has an effect on
phrasing in this language. The tonal processes described in these subsections determine
the choice of the stimuli. Question/answer pairs determine the focus structure of the
utterances. The design of experiment as well as the results are described in the next
subsection.
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3.5 Production study

3.5.1 Aim

As in situ focus with non-subjects generates syntactic minimal pairs, the production and
perception study described in this subsection aims at investigating if in situ focus is
marked prosodically in Northern Sotho.

3.5.2 Procedure

In order to establish if there are prosodic differences between structures with VP, verb,
object or adverb in situ focus, a production study was carried out with native speakers of
Northern Sotho. Northern Sotho sentence pairs with different focus structures (VP, verb,
object, and adverb focus) were recorded. The individual pairs consist of a trigger sentence
and a target sentence. The trigger sentence is a question that determines the focus struc-
ture of the corresponding answer, the target sentence. For instance, the questionO dira
eng?‘What are you doing?’ determines that the answer will contain a VP-focus. Thereby,
this study follows the underlying assumption first used in Paul (1880) and applied in ex-
perimental set ups by Gussenhoven (1983b), Oppenrieder (1989), Uhmann (1991), Birch
& Clifton (1995), Xu (1999) among others, that the focus of an utterance is controlled by
a preceding question.

(58) Control for focus: Question/answer pairs match in their information structure
When do you work? I work [during the day]F .

In linguistic research, spontaneous speech is preferred to read speech. It has been reported
that the intonation is not natural if subjects are asked to read a sentence, but subjects are
‘reading what it says’ (Gussenhoven 1983b, referring back to Brazil et al. 1980: 83).
Therefore, the experiment was designed in such a way to prevent reading.

Five pairs of native speakers were involved in the experiment, being questioner and
respondent respectively. Cards were prepared for the presentation of the questions and
answers. The questioner read a fully spelled-out question from his/her card. The respon-
dent was only given the missing information on his/her card and was asked to respond
to the question in a natural way, making use of the information that is provided on the
card. Nevertheless, the respondent was instructed to answer in a full sentence, therefore
repeating all constituents even if discourse-old. Though this is not the most natural answer
(discourse-old constituents are often reduced or deleted (see chapter 2)), this elicitation
method is justified by the need for a controlled set-up. The focus in-situ construction
with discourse-old material which is not reduced morphosyntactically occurs too rarely
in running speech to allow systematic phonetic analysis (‘Zipfian’ problem).

The production study aimed at providing 69 question/answer pairs where the answers
were of the formKe rema morula mosegare.- ‘I chop the marula tree at midday’. The
question/answer pairs that were recorded can be found in the appendix. In addition, 12
sentences were filler question/answer pairs. The total number of recorded sentences for
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each speaker was 81.19

The target sentences were randomly mixed with regard to focus structure in order to
prevent repetitive effects. The total set of question/answer pairs was divided into four
blocks of 26 items each. In between blocks, the speakers were given a break. Eight
native speakers of Sotho languages participated in the experiment. The five speakers who
provided the target sentences were all speakers of the Sepedi dialect of Northern Sotho.
The recordings were done in an office at the University of South Africa (UNISA) with
an analogue tape recorder using a Sennheiser microphone. The recordings were digitized
and converted into wav-files, which were then analysed using PRAAT.

3.5.3 Material

The target answers differed along two dimensions. They differed in the scope of the focus
induced by the preceding question (VP-focus: ‘What are you doing?’, object focus: ‘What
do you chop at midday?’, adverb focus: ‘When do you chop the marula tree?’, verb focus:
‘What do you do with the marula tree at midday?’). This variation served the purpose to
check whether a difference in focus structure resulted in a difference in prosodic structure.

The second variation concerned the tonal pattern of the verb and postverbal con-
stituents. As research on other Bantu languages like Xhosa and Chichewa has shown,
the suprasegmental means which can be expected to be used to express focus in these lan-
guages are related to tonal processes and length. The target sentences were chosen in such
a way that a maximal suprasegmental contrast, i.e. not only in length which is independent
of tone, but also in tonological processes could be observed if these were the means also
used in Northern Sotho to communicate differences in information structure. Two tonal
environments were tested. The first environment is one were HTS is affected by potential
phrase boundaries that are inserted by focus. In this environment, a disyllabic high-toned
verb is followed by nouns whose initial syllable is low-toned. Therefore a perceivable
difference in the occurrence or non-occurrence of HTS would be predicted. The second
environment is one in which OCP violations occur. Additional phrase boundaries due
to focus could lead to a different resolution of the OCP-clash compared to environments
without focus-induced boundaries.

For investigations of phenomena related to fundamental frequency there are further-
more independent phonetic restrictions on the use of segmental material in the target
utterances. As fundamental frequency is the correlate of tone and intonation, the seg-
mental make-up of target words or sentences has to assure that changes in fundamental
frequency are indeed related to extra-phonetic facts like discourse-pragmatics. Obstru-
ents (stops and fricatives), however, interrupt and disturb the contour of the fundamental
frequency by their inherent phonetic properties. The disturbance of the fundamental fre-
quency reveals itself in higher F0 onsets after voiceless obstruents. These disturbances
are not grammatical but purely phonetic. The interruption of the fundamental frequency

19Originally, the study was designed to provide 92 question/answer pairs. Out of these, 13 ques-
tion/answer pairs tested contrastive focus on the verb. They did not yield different results, but will not
be taken into further consideration in this study. Also, three sets of question/answer pairs yielding a total of
ten target sentences (all showing potential OCP-violations) had to be excluded as they were rejected by at
least some subjects. The remaining corpus thus consisted of 69 question/answer pairs.



3.5. PRODUCTION STUDY 151

can be a crucial factor in the investigation carried out here. Therefore, the target sentences
were constructed in such a way that they contain sonorants only.

The use of sonorants was important for a second reason as well: It has been shown that
there are differences in pitch peak alignment in long and short vowels. In long vowels,
the pitch peak occurs at the end of the vowel. In short vowels, the pitch reaches its peak
at the end of a following consonant. If this consonant is an obstruent, the pitch peak is
cut off because obstruents do not have fundamental frequency. This observation has been
made for Dutch (Ladd et al. 2000) and for German. The Bantu languages Chichewa and
Kinyarwanda have also been reported to show a peak delay, in that the F0 peak caused
by a high tone is only reached at the beginning of the following syllable (Myers 1999,
2003). As in Northern Sotho all vowels are short, there is a potential for late pitch peak
alignment into the following consonant.

3.5.4 Prosodic analysis

A first impressionistic auditory analysis of the recordings shows prosodic differences in
pronunciation only for some speakers and some sentences. Suprasegmental differences
between utterances manifested themselves in pauses before or after the focused con-
stituent, differences in pitch height on or after the focused constituent, and differences
in the duration of constituents. Apparently, the existing differences between utterances
in different focus structures are not related to one suprasegmental cue only. Moreover,
suprasegmental cues are not always linked to the constituent in focus in an expected way,
but also appear on elements not in focus.

Therefore, in a first step, a sample of the recorded data was made subject to a prosodic
analysis. The aim was to investigate not only if the different focus structures were pro-
duced differently within one speaker, but also if the same focus structure was produced
alike across different speakers. The basic SVO/SVAdv structure was chosen to be made
subject to analysis. The reason for the decision in favor of basic SVO/SVAdv structures
as compared to structures in which two constituents follow the verb, is that, if there is
prosodic expression of focus, it will most clearly emerge within short sentences. In short
sentences, the register size at disposal for pitch manipulations is wider ithan in long sen-
tences. The respective sentences from the corpus are given in (59).

(59) Sentences of prosodic analysis (underlying tones indicated only)

a. (i) Ke
1

méma
invite

mo-h́umi.
CL1-rich.man

‘I invite the rich man.’
(ii) Ke

1
rwála
carry

mo-rwálo.
CL3-load

‘I am carrying load.’
b. (i) Ke

1
b́ına
dance

mo-nýanye-ng.
CL3-party-LOC

‘I am dancing at the party.’
(ii) Ke

1
bóa
return

mo-lále-ng.
CL3-old.field-LOC

‘I am returning from the field.’
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Though the sets are different with respect to the grammatical function of the postverbal
constituent, they are identical in their phrasal and tonal make-up. It has been shown in
diagrams 5 and 6 that objects and adverbs are phrased parallel in Northern Sotho. This
insight is exploited here.

Moreover, all sentences in (59) contain a high-toned disyllabic verb and a following
constituent that has a low-toned nominal prefix but bears a high tone on the noun stem
initial syllable. This tonal environment allows HTS to occur on the verb and has been
chosen for analysis for various reasons: First, the predictions based on previous research
are more precise for this environment. The manipulation of downdrift that is expected
in OCP contexts is less well studied (notable exception: Downing et al. 2004). Second,
it has been shown that high tones are indeed manipulated at IP-boundaries in Northern
Sotho. Third, the realization of high tones under focus has been reported for other Bantu
languages as well. The fourth reason is a practical one. The rejection of three ques-
tion/answer sets by at least some subjects led to the situation that there are not enough
comparable utterances for SVO structures in the OCP context.

Although the sentences in (59-a) differ from those in (59-b) in the absolute number
of syllables (remember that the locative suffix -ng in (59-b) is syllabic), this difference is
not crucial as the syllables of interest are the two syllables of the verb and the following
nominal prefix, as laid out in the section 3.4.3.

The sounds of these utterances were segmented according to the standards laid out in
the following section.

Measurements

Two phonetic parameters were measured: pitch height and duration. These two parame-
ters are phonetic correlates of stress in intonation-only languages.20 The tonal and dura-
tional changes that are expected under phrasing differences in Bantu tone languages will
also be captured by these parameters. Changes in tonal structures due to HTS or upstep
will result in differences in F0, changes in penultimate lengthening due to the insertion
of prosodic boundaries after focused constituents will result in longer duration of vowels.
The data were segmented and labeled as follows (see Ladefoged 2001, 2003).

The target sentences contained vowels, sonorants (/m/, /n/), the lateral /l/, the glides
/j/ (<y>) and /w/, as well as /r/, /h/ and<b>. The duration of vowels was measured at the
positive zero crossing when the second and third formant were clearly established. Nasals
were determined because of the formant around 200 Hz and formants around 2000-2500
Hz (though with lower amplitude). Often the sharp discontinuity after a vowel when lips
come together or when the tongue comes up to contact the roof of the mouth, was taken
as indicator for the begin of the nasal. Like nasals, the lateral also shows a formant near
the base line and a formant with lower amplitude around 1000-2000 Hz. As the lateral
formants have distinct locations from those of the neighboring vowels, the abrupt break

20Intensity is a further parameter of stress. In this study, intensity is left out for two reasons: first, it is
the parameter that indicates stress least reliably in intonation-only languages. Second, it is the parameter
that is the most sensitive to changes in the recording surrounding such as distance to the microphone and
background noises that might lead the subject to speak louder. As these parameters were not controlled
for (flexible distance to the microphone and no sound-proof box), it is expected that deviation in intensity
values might not alone be attributed to focus.
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in the signal was taken as an indicator for the beginning of the lateral. Glides are difficult
to separate from following vowels as they do not represent a separate sound but, as their
name suggests, rather a transition into the following vowel. Therefore, /w/ and /j/ have
been labeled as ending where vowel formants became stable. In Northern Sotho,<r> is
pronounced as a trill and is therefore clearly discernible in the spectrograms. For /h/,
noise in high frequencies was taken as an indicator of its beginning and end. Between
vowels, the first two noisy formants of /h/ are especially prevalent. In Northern Sotho,
<b> is articulated as a voiced bilabial fricative, which means that it is discernible by the
noise that accompanies the pronunciation of a fricative.

The recorded data were segmented and labeled into words and vowels using the anno-
tation tools in PRAAT. A script extracted average F0 and duration for the vowels.

Results

In the following diagrams, the F0/duration values for each individual are represented in
a plot. The three horizontal lines correspond to the three different focus conditions: VP
focus, object focus and verb focus. The values indicated in the diagrams are average
values of the respective segment over the four utterances indicated in (59). Thereby, the
following comments need to be made:

Fundamental frequency is influenced by the preceding sound. Sometimes, no F0-value
could be calculated for the vowel following the plosive of the subject marker. Along the
same lines, it was sometimes impossible to calculate a F0-value for the final vowel of an
utterance. It is made explicit when less than three values went into the calculation of the
F0-values of the first and last syllable.

Because of the unequal number of syllables in (59-a) and (59-b), the fifth value in
the diagrams is only calculated for the examples in (59-b) and therefore represents the
average of two utterances only. The penultima and last syllable of all examples have been
calculated together. This is especially important for the duration measurement, as the
penultima is the lengthened syllable.

The duration values represent relative duration of the segments. Because of the un-
equal number of syllables in (59-a) and (59-b), the absolute duration of the segment has
been divided by the absolute time of the whole utterance in order to account for differ-
ences which are not only induced by utterance length but by speech tempo etc.

Fundamental frequency In diagram 9, the F0 average for each vowel in the three dif-
ferent focus conditions is given for each of the five subjects separately. They are discussed
below.
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Diagram 9: F0 in different focus conditions
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On the x-axis, the vowels of the different constituents in the utterance are displayed. The
second and third value correspond to the verb, the fourth till final value correspond to the
object or locative adverbial. The first value refers to the vowel of the personal pronoun
(ke). On the y-axis, the average F0-value is given in Hertz. Four speakers are female. The
fifth speaker is male wherefore the lines occur in a lower pitch range. The dashed line
represents VP-focus, the continuous line represents focus on the verb, and the dotted line
indicates focus on the object or local adverbial.

Again, the general tonal information emerges from the diagrams. The verb bears a
high tone on the stem initial syllable underlyingly. The peak of F0 is only reached in the
second syllable of the verb. After the F0 peak in the second syllable of the verb, F0 drops
again.

The stem initial syllable, i.e. the second syllable of the noun, is transcribed in the
examples as bearing a high tone. This is motivated by the tonal realization the noun
receives if it is pronounced in isolation. Within the sentence, as in diagram 9, no F0 peak
is visible. This is due to declination which narrows the pitch range available to speakers
towards the end of the utterance.

In the speech of LY, MA, Mak and MO, we find a nearly perfect overlap in what
concerns the F0 for all three focus conditions. F0 raises in the verb due to HTS and falls
smoothly towards the end of the sentence.

Only the speech of DE shows some variation. Variation is found with respect to the
F0-value on the first syllable. Contrary to all other target vowels, it follows the voiceless
plosive [k]. In section 3.5.3, it has been pointed out that consonants such as plosives and
fricatives influence the F0-value of the following vowel. Therefore, and also because its
duration is sometimes very short, the F0-values calculated for this segment have to be
treated with care.
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More interestingly, a slightly higher F0 can be found for the initial syllable of the
object when it is in focus. Also, a slight raised pitch and a lower initial syllable of the
object can be found when the verb is in focus, which results in a sharper fall in pitch.
Though the differences are only slight, it is nevertheless important to follow up on these
differences, as the second phenomenon, namely the sharper fall after a focused verb, has
been reported as a focus strategy in Chichewa (Downing et al. 2004). Under the term
‘anti-accent’, Downing et al. (2004: 177) describe that in Chichewa, the focused element
is “made prominent by raising the pitch enough to make the following elements relatively
much lower in pitch”.

However, what we do not find is a pitch accent on the focused constituent. The dia-
gram shows that F0 falls towards the end of the sentence (due to declination) also if the
object is the focused constituent. Judging from the pitch accent distribution in intonation-
only languages like English and German, if focus were expressed by pitch accent in North-
ern Sotho as well, one would expect to find some reversal of the trend in the condition of
object focus.

In addition to the lack of evidence for the use of a pitch accent to indicate focus, it is
interesting to note that tone sandhi do not emerge as a consequence of different focus con-
ditions either. Against expectation, no speaker shows a fall of F0 on the second syllable
of the verb, as predicted if focus inserted a phrase boundary that blocks the application of
high tone spread (HTS).

Also a third option reported for tone languages, namely the raising of the overall pitch
register, is not mirrored in the diagrams 9.

The preliminary conclusion is that focus is indicated neither by pitch accent nor by
tone sandhi in Northern Sotho. The perception study presented in 3.6 checks this prelim-
inary conclusion, and also checks if the slightly sharper fall after a focused verb in the
speech of DE is interpreted as a focus strategy, parallel to the ‘anti-accent’ described in
Downing et al. (2004) for Chichewa.
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Duration In diagram 10, the duration of each vowel over the three different focus con-
ditions is given for all five subjects separately.

Diagram 10: Duration in different focus conditions
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Again, on the x-axis the vowels of the different constituents of the utterance are displayed.
Each line represents the average values within one focus condition. On the y-axis, the
relative duration of the segments is given in seconds.

A quite homogeneous picture emerges for all five speakers in all focus conditions.
The speech of DE, Mak, and MO again shows a nearly perfect overlap with respect to
duration in different focus conditions. The lengthening of the vowel in the penultimate
syllable is clearly discernible in diagram 10.

In the speech of LY and MA, we find a slightly lengthened verb final syllable. How-
ever, the implication of this observation with respect to the encoding of information struc-
ture is doubtful. First, the increase in duration is not as expected in the penultimate
syllable of the focused constituent and also is not as high as the lengthened penultimate
syllable of the sentence. Second, the lengthening of the final syllable is not restricted to
one focus condition. It occurs with verb focus in the speech of MA, but with object focus
in the speech of LY.

Again, the preliminary conclusion from a phonetic investigation of the production data
suggests no prosodic expression of focus through lengthening. However, the lengthening
of the verb final syllable, though slight, might be significant enough for native speakers
to serve as an indicator for the focused constituent in the utterance.
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3.5.5 Summary

The production study allowed to compile a Northern Sotho data corpus which contained
segmentally well-suited data with controlled focus structures by five native speakers. A
first impressionistic auditory analysis of the data showed for some sentences differences
in the prosodic realization of different focus structures. However, there are no systematic
differences and the differences do not occur with all speakers. A systematic quantita-
tive analysis supported the impression: No phonetic cues are used to encode the focused
constituent.

However, in order to test if the minor phonetic differences have linguistic relevance
and also in order to check if other phonetic cues than duration and fundamental frequency
are used and thereby escaped the analysis so far, a perception study was carried out. The
study is the topic of the next section.

3.6 Perception study

3.6.1 Aim

For any acoustic contrast to be described by the grammar and to be explained by linguistic
theory it needs to fulfill two requirements:

(60) a. it needs to be there
b. it needs to be a linguistic contrast.

The first restriction seems trivial. If something is not there it cannot be described by gram-
mar nor can it be explained by theory. However, there are various examples in linguistics
that treat entities as part of grammar which are not present and can be inferred only indi-
rectly, if at all (e.g. pro, traces, zero-morphemes etc). The second requirement captures
the need for something to be of linguistic importance rather than of paralinguistic.

The impressionistic acoustic analysis of the production data from different focus struc-
tures revealed two things: In one part of the data, there is a (slight) perceptible supraseg-
mental difference between utterances recorded in different focus structures. In the other
part of the data, there is no such perceptible difference in the signal. The prosodic anal-
ysis revealed that there are no significant differences between different focus structures
if tested for common stress-related parameters like pitch peak and duration. The goal
of the perception experiment was therefore twofold: It needs to be investigated if there
are prosodic cues in all data that enable native speakers of Northern Sotho to identify in-
stances of in situ focus (60-a). These prosodic cues might be very subtle so that they have
escaped an impressionistic acoustic analysis of the data. And they might differ from the
stress-related phonetic correlates that were investigated in section 3.5.4. Second, it needs
to be established if the existing suprasegmental differences are indeed related to differ-
ences in focus structure of the utterances. This addresses the aspect in (60-b), namely if
the difference is of a linguistic nature.

The literature provides examples that show the need to double-check acoustic mea-
surements for their perceptual or interpretative value. One example has been reported by
B. Ladd at a workshop on experimental prosody in Leipzig (Oct. 2004). In the Ameri-
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can ToBi transcription corpus there is one example (‘A friend of mine works for NASA’)
where a measured pitch accent is not pitch prominence. Furthermore, Ladd & Morton
(1997) report the result that differently perceived intonation contours might not represent
different grammatical meanings.

In order to test if there are acoustic differences perceivable to native speakers of
Northern Sotho and if these differences are linguistic in nature, a perception study was
conducted to establish distinct categories in diverging focus structures. Perception tests
for focus structures have been carried out by Gussenhoven (1983b), Oppenrieder (1989),
Jannedy (2002) for focus structures in sentences and by Swerts et al. (2002) for focus
structures in NPs. The recordings done for compiling the production data were played
back to native speakers in order to test if there are perceivable prosodic differences in the
pairs that sound identical, and if prosodic differences in the non-identical pairs can be
recognized to be related to information structure.

3.6.2 Pre-test

In a pre-test of the perception experiment (carried out in August 2004), subjects were
auditorily confronted with answers to different questions only and were asked to indicate
in which sentence a pre-determined word was especially emphasized or focused. The task
is illustrated in (61).

(61) Pre-test: In which of these sentences is ‘polaseng’ more prominent?

a. Ke tla be kěsoma [polaseng]F .
b. Ke tla be ke [̌soma]F polaseng.

It emerged that asking for an intuitive notion of prominence in the recorded target sen-
tences posed a problem for the listeners. This task did not yield any results. None of the
speakers could identify the focused constituent in the utterances correctly with this set up.
Not only did they sometimes not identify the sentence with the underlyingly correct focus
structure, they also overgenerated and allowed too many structures to signal focus on a
specific constituent.

One frequent comment was that it is difficult to identify a prominent constituent in the
sentences if they all display the same word order. Indeed, word order is reported to con-
vey emphasis in Northern Sotho (Louwrens p.c.). A preposed constituent is considered
emphasized. However, as shown in section 2.3.1, the sentence-initial position is crucially
not for focused constituents as defined in this thesis. Rather, the sentence-initial posi-
tion can mark discourse-old constituents as noteworthy. Emphasis of the sentence initial
position therefore corresponds to saliency rather than F-marking. Because of these con-
fusions with respect to terminology, it was chosen to ask for appropriateness judgments
in the perception task.

3.6.3 Procedure

The target sentences obtained through the recordings were used in the perception exper-
iment. The perception study asked for appropriateness judgments in the following way:
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Subjects were presented with an identical question followed by two differing answers in
direct comparison. The task is illustrated in (62).

(62) Task: Which of these question/answer pairs matches best?

a. (i) O
2

tla
FUT

be
PROG

o
2

šoma
work

kae?
where

‘Where will you be working?’
(ii) Ke

1
tla
FUT

be
PROG

ke
1

šoma
work

[polase-ng]F .
CL9.farm-LOC

‘I will be working ON THE FARM.’
b. (i) O tla be ošoma kae?

‘Where will you be working?’
(ii) Ke tla be ke [̌soma]F polaseng.

‘I will be WORKING on the farm.’

As indicated in (62) by the English equivalent, one of the answers is the original answer
to the question (in (62) it is answer (a)). The second answer is taken from another focus
context (i.e. it was originally the answer to a different question, in (62) the answer in (b)
is taken from the question ‘What will you be doing on the farm?’). The question/answer
pairs are presented auditorily using the PRAAT experiment mask. Each answer is pre-
sented with the question immediately preceding it. The subject could only listen once to
every question/answer-pair. After having listened to the question/answer pair, the subject
was asked to choose which of the two alternative answers was more appropriate in the
context given by the preceding question. Subjects had to decide between the first and the
second question/answer pair. After they had made their decision, they immediately heard
the next question/answer pair. The study data were divided into four blocks, allowing a
short break after every quarter of the items.

3.6.4 Material

Two perception studies were carried out. Study 1 contained utterances with slight, but
perceptible suprasegmental differences. Four lexically different contexts were used from
three different speakers. Study 2 contained utterances with no perceptible difference.
Three lexically different contexts were used from three speakers. The sentences chosen
for study 1 are given in (63), the sentences chosen for study 2 are given in (64).

(63) Study 1 (only underlying tones indicated)

a. Ke néa ńare le:́e. (DE)
‘I give the buffalo an egg.’

b. Ke néa moĺamo leḿa:o. (DE)
‘I give the uncle a needle.’

c. Ke nyálwa lab́o:ne. (MA)
‘I marry for the fourth time.’

d. Ke rwála morẃa:lo. (MO)
‘I carry load.’
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The suprasegmental differences that were realized in the utterances in (63) are the follow-
ing: In (63-b), the speaker pronounced a pause preceding one of the objects, when it was
in focus. Furthermore, the verb was pronounced with a higher pitch when in focus which
also applies to (63-d). The constituents following the focused verb were realized with a
downstepped pitch height in (63-a,c).

The pronunciations of the sentences in (64) did not show any perceptible supraseg-
mental differences.

(64) Study 2 (only underlying tones indicated)

a. Ke já naḿu:ne. (DE)
‘I eat an orange.’

b. Ke réma moŕula mośega:ŕe. (MA)
‘I chop the marula tree at midday.’

c. Ke fámmáhé:mpe. (MO)
‘I give mother a shirt.’

The question/answer quadruples for the perception study were prepared in such a way
that the three/four underlying sets were taken from different speakers. Furthermore, ques-
tions are asked by a person different from the answer giver in order to make the listening
less monotonous. Also, the question poser differed within sets to make the task more
lively and also to include many different speakers. As the speakers overlapped with the
listeners, the intent was to reduce the amount that a speaker might have to listen to his/her
own voice. The same person asked the questions in the different ordering conditions (a/b)
as well as within the same focus condition. For the different focus conditions a differ-
ent person was chosen to ask the questions. The speech of one subject was included as
questioner whose speech was not taken into consideration for the production data, as he
originates from a different geographical area.

Recall from the production procedure that every sentence was recorded with new in-
formation focus on all constituents and additionally with VP focus. In the perception
study, every focus structure in the target sentence was checked against all possible con-
stituent questions. The study only concentrated on narrow focus, therefore neither sen-
tence focus nor VP-focus was considered, the reason being that the subjects were forced
to decide between the two question/answer pairs presented. Based on languages like Ger-
man, VP-focus coincides prosodically with object focus in simple transitive sentences. In
the experimental set up used here, there would be no correct choice in terms of which of
the two question/answer pairs is the correct one. Furthermore, as the correct answer is
always either pair 1 or pair 2, no quadruples are taken into the study where none is the
correct answer or both are the correct answers.

One quadruple consists of two questions and two answers. Every quadruple was pre-
sented twice showing the answers in different orders to account for the ordering effect,
i.e. the tendency observed in test persons to judge the second of two alternatives better
(Ladd & Morton 1997, Schiefer & Batliner 1991). The two possibilities of one quadruple
(due to ordering effect) are repeated four times in order to get the chance effect if there
are indeed no prosodic cues to focus.

The question/answer pairs were given in random order, with a separate test experiment
to familiarize the subject with the task, the voices, and the speed of the experiment. Even-
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tually, study 1 contained 128 question/answer quadruples that were asked to be judged
with respect to their appropriateness, whereas study 2 contained 112 question/answer
quadruples. Four subjects participated in each of the perception studies.

The expectation for the perception study is that the speaker chooses one of the two
alternative answers as more appropriate if there are meaningful prosodic differences in the
realization of various in situ foci. The set up in terms of minimal answer pairs was chosen
in order to focus the listener’s attention on possible subtle differences in the realisation of
different focus structures.

3.6.5 Results

The responses from the perception study were recorded by the experiment software and
evaluated as to if the preferences correspond to the ‘correct’, underlying answer. The
results for each study are reported in the following two subsections.

Study 1

Study 1 contained question/answer pairs with a perceptible difference in prosody. They
are repeated in (65).

(65) Study 1 (only underlying tones indicated)

a. Ke néa ńare le:́e. (DE)
‘I give the buffalo an egg.’

b. Ke néa moĺamo leḿa:o. (DE)
‘I give the uncle a needle.’

c. Ke nyálwa lab́o:ne. (MA)
‘I marry for the fourth time.’

d. Ke rwála morẃa:lo. (MO)
‘I carry load.’

Table 6: Overall performance in study 1
subject LY MA MO Mak

total 58/128 62/128 71/128 67/128
percent 45,31% 48,44% 55,47% 52,34%

The above table shows that the responses are distributed according to chance. However,
as the four utterances that are contained in the study and which had to be judged with
respect to their appropriateness, stem from different speakers and also because different
prosodic cues are used, a separate evaluation of the items is given below. It emerges that
the responses are distributed according to chance for all utterances.
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Table 7: Performance according to item
Item (65) LY MA MO Mak

(a) total 21/48 25/48 27/48 24/48
percent 43,75% 52,08% 56,25% 50%

(b) total 23/48 21/48 26/48 27/48
percent 47,92% 43,75% 54,17% 56,25%

(c) total 8/16 8/16 9/16 7/16
percent 50% 50% 56,25% 43,75%

(d) total 7/16 8/16 9/16 9/16
percent 43,75% 50% 56,25% 56,25%

Table 7 shows that for the separate items the correct responses are also very much dis-
tributed according to chance. This means that the slight prosodic differences in the utter-
ances do not correlate to a phonetic cue that is employed by the speaker and interpreted
by the listener as being related to information structure.

A closer examination of the responses within the single items reveal that the pause
before the focused object in (65), sentence (b) is not interpreted with respect to focus
but is generally rejected. Also in (65), sentence (c), downstep after the focused verb is
not taken as a cue to focus structure. Though two subjects perform exceptionally well
on the condition where the downstepped answer is the correct answer, they choose this
answer also when it is not the appropriate one. This reveals a general preference for
the downstepped answer. The distribution of the responses furthermore show ordering
effects. Whereas one subject predominantly chooses the second answer, another nearly
always chooses the first answer.

The results of study 1 show that the existing prosodic differences are not related to the
focus structure of an utterance.

Study 2

Study 2 contained utterances without any obvious prosodic changes. The items are re-
peated (66).

(66) Study 2 (only underlying tones are indicated)

a. Ke já naḿu:ne. (DE)
‘I eat an orange.’

b. Ke réma moŕula mośega:ŕe. (MA)
‘I chop the marula tree at midday.’

c. Ke fámmáhé:mpe. (MO)
‘I give mother a shirt.’

Table 8: Overall performance in study 2
subject Mak MO PA SI

total 59/112 53/112 56/112 51/112
percent 52,68% 47,32% 50% 45,54%
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Again, the responses are distributed according to chance. The following tables show the
total number of correct responses according to individual items.

Table 9: Performance according to item
Item (66) Mak MO PA SI

(a) total 6/16 6/16 10/16 8/16
percent 37,5% 37,5% 62,5% 50%

(b) total 25/48 23/48 22/48 20/48
percent 52,08% 47,91% 45,83% 41,66%

(c) total 27/48 24/48 24/48 23/48
percent 56,25% 50% 50% 47,91%

The results from study 2 show that the utterances with no perceptible differences do not
contain subtle prosodic cues that could be related to focus structure by native speakers.

The studies show that in one part of the recorded data there are no prosodic cues to
focus (study 2). In the other part of the data, where there are slight perceptible differences,
these differences cannot be related to differences in focus structure (study 1). The differ-
ences recorded rather reflect paralinguistic shades in meaning, as the subjects’ comments
reveal.

3.6.6 Summary

The perception study described in the preceding section has shown that although there are
slight prosodic differences in the production data, these differences are not exploited by
native speakers to draw inferences about the information structuring of the sentence. The
suprasegmental differences in the production data are not systematic and this is reflected
in the results of the perception study: The answers regarding the comparison of certain
prosodic structures indicate general preferences independent of the focus structure of the
utterance, e.g. that no pauses between constituents are preferred. Checking the differ-
ences in the production data therefore did not hint towards hidden prosodic cues that are
exploited for the interpretation of the information structuring of the sentence.

3.7 Summary of the experimental part

The experimental part had as its objective to test if there is a prosodic expression of focus
in Northern Sotho when the focused constituent does not appear clause-finally and is
followed by discourse-old material. Based on existing studies on Chichewa and Xhosa,
changes in the realization of the tonal pattern or lengthening of penultimate syllables
were expected. Northern Sotho tonology shows characteristics which are comparable to
Chichewa and Xhosa and which lead one to expect prosodic changes under focus also in
Northern Sotho.

A production study tested if Northern Sotho native speakers produce prosodic differ-
ences which are correlated to diverging focus structures. Target sentences were prepared
in such a way to allow tonal as well as durational differences to occur. Question/answer
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pairs that were controlled for different focus conditions were recorded from five native
speakers. A phonetic analysis of the data with respect to fundamental frequency and
duration showed no systematic prosodic expression of focus, and slight differences only
for some speakers. A follow-up perception study showed that the existing prosodic dif-
ferences were not interpreted with respect to focus. Neither did any other prosodic cue
emerge as prosodically relevant for the encoding of focus in Northern Sotho.

The conclusion drawn from these production/perception studies is that in syntactically
identical sentences there is no suprasegmental marking of focus in Northern Sotho. The
study therefore showed that in Northern Sotho in contrast to Chichewa and Xhosa focus
does not affect phrasing. Differences in production of diverging underlying information
structures can only be attributed to idiolects or differences in speech tempo, but they
cannot be regarded as language-inherent functional means of marking focus.

3.8 Conclusion and discussion

This chapter has investigated the prosodic expression of postverbal in situ focus in North-
ern Sotho. This was motivated firstly, by the controversy in how far tone languages use
intonation in order to convey discourse-pragmatic meaning, secondly because related
Bantu languages do exploit suprasegmental means to convey the information structur-
ing of the sentence, and thirdly, because Northern Sotho itself makes use of intonation
to indicate questions and continuation. The results of a production study show reflexes
of suprasegmental changes under focus for only some speakers. A follow-up perception
study showed that the production data did not contain any systematic cue for listeners
to make inferences about the focused constituent. Consequently, somehow surprisingly
considering the literature on Chichewa, in Northern Sotho there is no prosodic marking
of focused constituents that appear in situ. This result raises two questions.

First, even though is known from the literature that pitch accent is not a universal cue
to focus, there is still the assumption that focused constituents are generally made promi-
nent, if not through pitch accent than by other prosodic means (Selkirk 2004, Trucken-
brodt 1995, 1999; see also chapter 1). The study reported in this chapter has shown
that Northern Sotho has no prosodic means whatsoever to mark a focused constituent as
focused when it appears in situ. How can the absence of prosodic focus marking be ac-
counted for? This question is dealt with in section 3.8.1 by comparing the expression of
focus in Northern Sotho to the expression of focus in English and Italian. This discussion
shows that Northern Sotho actually is a language type that is predicted by the factorial
typology of the constraints proposed in chapter 1.

Second, it is widely-assumed in the literature that focus is marked somehow in a
language. Prosody might be the predominant cue as in language like English and German.
However, in some languages prosody plays only a minor role or does not play any role
whatsoever in focus marking because morphology or syntax are taking over this role.
This is the case in Wolof, where morphology is the predominant cue to focus (Rialland &
Robert 2001), or in Hungarian, where word order is the prevalent means of focus marking
(É. Kiss 1998). As has been shown in this and the preceding chapter, Northern Sotho
uses neither prosodic nor morphological nor syntactic means for indicating focus in the
postverbal domain. The question is discussed in section 3.8.2 what consequences for a
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theory of focus the total absence of grammatical focus marking in the postverbal domain
has.

3.8.1 Prominence-focus correspondence

The absence of pitch accents for focus marking in Northern Sotho is not surprising, as
the same has been found in pitch-accent languages like Swedish, Serbo-Croation, and
Japanese (see Selkirk 1995: 553 for references). Also in tone languages no pitch ac-
cents are reported. Here it is other suprasegmental means such as tone sandhi and length
which are induced by the same discourse-pragmatic factor focus. The simultaneous use
of boundary intonation in Northern Sotho, such as continuation rise, with the absence of
focus intonation is no contradiction: It has been shown that boundary tones are exploited
cross-linguistically (Selkirk 1995: 553). Languages as diverse as Chinese, Japanese,
Serbo-Croation, Hungarian, and Igbo employ sentence-final boundary tones to distinguish
assertions from questions.

However, the production and perception study has shown that there are no prosodic
means whatsoever available in the grammar of Northern Sotho for marking in situ focus in
the verbal and postverbal domain. The data rather suggest that in Northern Sotho there is
no requirement inherent to grammar to highlight the focused constituent prosodically. It
therefore differs from languages like Italian and English where this requirement influences
the grammatical expression of sentences.

The absence of prosodic marking is problematic for the approaches to focus promi-
nence proposed in Selkirk (1995) and Truckenbrodt (1995), as both models require a
prosodic expression of focus. According to Selkirk (1995), either phonological phras-
ing or prominence must cue focus, whereas according to Truckenbrodt (1995) focus is
universally linked to prominence (see Frota 2000: 375 ff for discussion).

However, the formulation of these requirements by means of rankable and violable
constraints (as already proposed by Truckenbrodt 1995), also captures the absence of
prosodic marking. The argument will be developed following the analysis for focus in
Italian and English as proposed by Samek-Lodovici (2005) and already discussed in chap-
ter 1.

It has been shown that for subject focus, English keeps its canonical word order and
places a pitch accent on the focused subject, thereby violating the general rule of rightmost
stress in English. Italian, on the other hand, preserves rightmost stress but places the
focused constituent in non-canonical clause-final position. Both languages deviate from
their canonical linguistic properties in order to assign the focused constituent sentential
prominence. The constraints proposed in the OT-framework to capture this language-
specific behavior are repeated in (67).

(67) Constraints for focus in English and Italian

a. Interface-constraint: FOCUS(following Truckenbrodt 1995)
‘For any XPf and YP in the focus domain of XPf , XPf is prosodically more
prominent than YP.’

b. Syntactic constraints: SUBJECT / STAY

‘Clauses have subjects.’ / ‘No traces.’
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c. Prosodic constraints: H-I: ALIGN (IP, R, Head (IP), R)
‘Align the right edge of every Intonation Phrase with its head.’

The respective rankings of these constraints for Italian and English are repeated in (68).
For a detailed discussion the reader is referred to chapter 1.

(68) Ranking in English and Italian

a. English
FOCUS, SUBJ/ STAY �H-I

b. Italian
FOCUS, H-I �SUBJ/ STAY

Although English and Italian differ in the grammatical areas that allow flexibility to meet
the correspondence between prominence and focus, both languages have in common that
the focused constituent emerges as maximally prominent. In Northern Sotho, however,
there is no interaction between prominence and focus. Chapter 2 has shown that focused
constituents do not obligatorily appear in clause-final position, which has been argued to
be prominent in Northern Sotho just as it is in Italian. The present chapter has shown that
although length can be considered prominence, focused constituents are not lengthened
when appearing in situ nor are they marked otherwise by suprasegmental means. These
observations are evidence for the claim that prominence in Northern Sotho as displayed
by the lengthened penultimate is independent of focus.

Within an OT-framework the absence of any prosodic marking under focus data can
consequently be accounted for by re-ranking: The corresponding FOCUS-constraint is
ranked low relative to syntactic and prosodic constraints. Syntactic and prosodic con-
straints therefore shape and determine utterances in Northern Sotho. The ranking in
Northern Sotho is shown in (69).

(69) Ranking in Northern Sotho
prosodic constraints (H-I), syntactic constraints (STAY ) �FOCUS

Prosodic requirements that favor right-most lengthening, as well as syntactic requirements
that favor SVO word order, are ranked above a constraint that wants the focused con-
stituent to be most prominent. The result of this ranking order is that focus remains
without any grammatical reflex. The resulting analysis is exemplified in tableau 11 by
means of the transitive structure in (70), which shows a focused verb.

(70) [O direga eng ka mohumi?]
Ke [mémá]F moh́u:mi.

Tableau 11: Focus in Northern Sotho
focused verb H-I ... STAY FOCUS

a. ☞ ke [mémá]F moh́u:mi)IP
... *

b. ke [ḿe:ma]F mohumi)IP *! ...
c. ke mohumii [mé:ma]F ti)IP

... *!
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Tableau 11 shows the three competing structures. Candidate (a) shows the Northern Sotho
structure in which stress appears finally in the canonical structure. Though this config-
uration violates the constraint demanding the focused constituent to be prominent, the
violation is not fatal as the constraint FOCUS is low-ranked. Candidate (b) shows a con-
figuration in which the stress appears not rightmost but on the constituent in focus. This
is comparable to subject focus in English. However, this candidates violates the prosodic
constraint demanding rightmost stress and as this is ranked above the constraint FOCUS

in Northern Sotho, the violation is fatal. Finally, candidate (c) corresponds to Italian in
that prominence is kept rightmost, but the canonical word order is changed. Again, as
the syntactic constraints are ranked above the constraint FOCUS in Northern Sotho, the
violation is fatal and the candidate is excluded from the competition.

Given the typological consequences that OT-constraints have (factorial typology, see
section 1.5.4), the existence of a language that does not mark focus prosodically is not
surprising. As OT-constraints are violable and ordered, a language is allowed to occur in
which the constraint FOCUS is ranked below prosodic and syntactic constraints. Italian
and English constitute other examples of the free rankability of constraints: In Italian,
prosodic constraints are ranked above the constraint FOCUS which is ranked above syn-
tactic constraints. In English, syntactic constraints are ranked above the constraint FOCUS

which is ranked above prosodic constraints. Hence, every permutation in the ordering of
the constraints involved describes a possible and attested human language.

Although factorial typologies may account for certain language types, they do not
provide further explanations for why, in this case, there is no prosodic expression of focus.
One can only speculate if this connected to the apparent absence of rules that refer to
the layer of Phonological Phrases. For languages like English and German, it has been
established that focus crucially influences phrasal stress, i.e. the Phonological Phrase-
level (see also Truckenbrodt, to appear). Also work on Chichewa has shown that the
demarcation of Phonological Phrases is crucially influenced by focus considerations in
this language (Kanerva 1990, Downing et al. 2004). If also in Northern Sotho focus is
manipulated by e.g. insertion of Phonological Phrases but the language lacks rules that
refer to this layer, than the changes in prosodic structure due to focus do not manifest
themselves in the language. However, this remains speculative and has to await further
research.

In order to account for the lack of prosodic expression of focus, Frota (2000: 374)
proposes the Split Focus Effects model. According to this model, languages may follow
one of two possible routes. In Route A, focus is marked syntactically. Languages that
take this route are Hungarian, Korean, and Basque. In the absence of morphosyntactic
means of focus marking, other languages such as English and European Portuguese use
prosodic prominence to mark the focused constituent.

Frota’s model is ahead of both Selkirk’s and Truckenbrodt’s approaches because it
covers syntactic focus marking as well. With respect to Northern Sotho, Frota’s model of
Split Focus Effects can capture the lack of prosodic reflexes of focus. At the same time,
however, it also predicts syntactic or morphological marking of focus. Chapter 2 has
shown that these means are absent as well. The absence of any grammatical F-marking
in the postverbal domain in Northern Sotho is not only problematic for all the approaches
mentioned here, but rises more generally the question of the relevance of F-marking for
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the grammar of Northern Sotho. This will be discussed in the next section.

3.8.2 Lack of focus marking: Areas for further research

The data from Northern Sotho raise the question about the universality of grammatical
focus marking in grammar. They show that neither the presence of prosodic marking for
focus nor the unambiguous coding of focus through syntax or morphology is universal.
Recent studies on other African languages have shown that Northern Sotho is not unique
in this respect: also for Wolof (though with morphological focus marking instead, see
Rialland & Robert 2001), Hausa and Tangale no prosodic marking of focus (in additional
absence of syntactic marking) has been found (Hartmann & Zimmermann 2004, to appear
a). Nevertheless, it remains an empirical question how widespread the total absence of
grammatical focus marking is among the languages of the world.

The absence of obligatory grammatical expression of focus with objects and adver-
bials poses a problem for focus theories that assume that focus must be marked grammat-
ically in order to indicate alternatives. However, there is no a-priori reason why focus
must be marked grammatically. The data can be equally well handled if context is con-
sidered for disambiguation too. This is necessary in focus theories anyway as there are
regularly focus ambiguities in what concerns sentence-, IP-, and VP-focus in languages
like English and German. The data from Northern Sotho suggest that context is used in all
instances of focus in order to resolve focus ambiguities, unless discourse-old constituents
are marked as such. Consequently, a theory of context-based interpretation has to account
for focus interpretation in Northern Sotho.

Just to remind the reader, lack of grammatical F-marking in Northern Sotho does
not imply that the language lacks grammatical means of indicating the focused con-
stituent. For example, Northern Sotho uses deletion, pronominalization and dislocation
of discourse-old constituents, as has been shown in chapter 2. Neither does the lack of
prosodic marking of postverbal in situ focus mean that Northern Sotho does not show any
prosodic reflexes of information structuring. For example, a right-dislocated discourse-
old constituent is set off from the sentence by an optional pause, preboundary lengthening
and tone sandhi. However, the necessity of an object marker on the verb when being dis-
located shows that the prosodic changes are dependent on the syntactic structure and not
a means on their own.

Hartmann & Zimmermann (to appear a), who discuss the theoretical implications of
the lack of grammatical focus marking in Hausa, suggest that Hausa is among the lan-
guages that do not require obligatory F-marking in grammar. This characterization is
reminiscent of the distinction between obligatory and non-obligatory focus-marking sys-
tems in Heine & Reh (1983). This distinction was first proposed with respect to morpho-
logical F-marking but seems to be applicable more widely also with respect to prosodic
and syntactic focus marking.

This view comes close to arguing that focus does not exist as a grammatical category
in the grammar of Northern Sotho, an hypothesis that would be reflected by the lack of
formal F-features. The lack of direct or indirect relevance for the F-feature in syntax has
been discussed in chapter 2. The current chapter has shown that F-marking has no influ-
ence on prosody either. However, as will be discussed in the next chapter, F-marking is
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nevertheless crucial in Northern Sotho and therefore needed as a morphosyntactic feature.
The next chapter returns to F-marking on the logical subject and discusses an area

where the relevance of F-marking manifests itself. For the syntax of the logical subjec
only F-marking makes the right prediction concerning the occurrence of a grammatical
subject.
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Chapter 4

The preverbal position in Northern
Sotho

4.1 Introduction

Chapter 2 and 3 have shown that non-subjects, i.e. objects, adverbs, and verbs, are neither
syntactically nor prosodically marked for focus in Northern Sotho. The data presented in
chapter 2 have shown that a focused logical subject appears either in a cleft construction
or in a so-called impersonal construction, i.e. postverbally. This chapter returns to the
grammatical consequences of F-marking on the logical subject in Northern Sotho and
investigates why subjects cannot be focused in their canonical preverbal position. The
need for a cleft construction with focused logical subjects of transitive verbs is the topic
of the following chapter.

Before discussing the discourse-pragmatic properties of the subject in Northern Sotho,
terminological issues concerning the term ‘subject’ are repeated (see also section 1.7.3).
Consider the sentences in (1).

(1) Subject in Bantu

a. Mo-nna
CL1-man

o
CL1

ngwala
write

le-ngwalo.
CL5-letter

‘The man is writing a letter.’
b. Go

CL17
fihla
arrive

mo-nna.
CL1-man

Lit. ‘There arrives a man.’

The sentences in (1) illustrate two different uses of the term ‘subject’. In (1-a), the noun
monnahas the following properties: It is selected by the verb and bears the highest the-
matic role, it appears preverbally, and it agrees with the verb in noun class features. A
constituent that shows these grammatical properties is referred to as the grammatical sub-
ject, or the preverbal subject. In general, the discussion in this thesis is restricted to active
sentences.

In (1-b), the nounmonnahas the following properties: It is also selected by the verb
and bears the highest thematic role, but it appears postverbally and does not agree with
the verb in noun class features. A constituent that displays these grammatical properties is

171
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referred to as the postverbal subject or subject in situ. The term‘logical subject’ refers to
the constituent bearing the highest thematic role without reference to its syntactic position.

The data on subject focus in Northern Sotho are repeated in (2) for convenience. Log-
ical subjects are focused by either a cleft construction or an impersonal construction. This
is illustrated in (2) by means of questions. For intransitive verbs, both impersonal con-
struction and cleft construction can be used, as shown in (2-a) and (2-b). The impersonal
construction in (2-a) is characterized by class 17-agreement on the verb and the postver-
bal appearance of the logical subject. The cleft construction in (2-b) is characterized by
the high-toned copulaké and relative clause morphology on the verb. For transitive and
ditransitive verbs, the cleft construction is the only available option, as shown in (2-c, d).
Impersonal constructions are excluded.1

(2) Subject questions in Northern Sotho

a. Go
CL17

fihla
arrive

mang?
who

‘Who is arriving?’
b. Ké

COP

mang
who

a
CL1

fihla-ng?
arrive-REL

‘Who is arriving?’
c. Ké

COP

mang
who

(yo)
RELPRN.CL1

a
CL1

nyaka-ng
look.for-REL

ngaka?
CL9.doctor

‘Who is looking for the doctor?’
d. Ké

COP

mang
who

(yo)
DEM.CL1

a
CL1

fa-ng
give-REL

mpša
CL9.dog

di-jo?
CL8-food

‘Who is giving the dog food?’

The use of the cleft and/or the impersonal construction for a focused subject suggests a
syntactic marking of subject focus in Northern Sotho (see e.g. Hartmann & Zimmermann,
to appear a, for Hausa). Grammatical focus marking is by definition predictable in that a
focused constituent always displays the grammatical feature that is used for focus mark-
ing, be it a morpheme, pitch accent, or a certain syntactic structure. Both the optionality
of cleft and in situ structure as well as the restriction to certain grammatical functions vi-
olate such a correspondence. Therefore, ‘focus marking’ in Northern Sotho differs from
syntactic focus marking in e.g. Hungarian where constituents are moved into a preverbal
focus position independent of their grammatical function.

The optionality between cleft and impersonal construction with subjects will be dealt
with in chapter 5. The current chapter investigates why logical subjects can apparently
be focused in situ (i.e. postverbally), but not in their canonical preverbal position. The
exclusion of a focused logical subject in preverbal position is argued to be restricted by
information structure, as F-marked constituents do not appear in this position.

In the literature, this generalization has been accounted for differently: One account
explains the ungrammaticality of focused preverbal subjects by functional principles in

1It will be shown in chapter 5 that the syntactic difference in focus structures for subjects, namely be-
tween cleft and impersonal construction, does not correspond to a semantic difference. Both alternatives can
be used as the ‘normal’, unmarked focusing strategy. Moreover, the exclusion of impersonal constructions
for transitive verbs is also topic of chapter 5.
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that the preverbal subject must be a topic in Bantu languages. Another account explains
the ungrammaticality of preverbal focused subjects by syntactic principles in that subject
movement would result in improper movement under focus.

In this thesis, the functional approach is followed and the ungrammaticality of the fo-
cused preverbal subject is explained by discourse-pragmatic restrictions on the preverbal
subject position. Thereby, the view is adopted that information structure influences syn-
tax. However, the approach proposed here differs from existing functional approaches in
that the restriction for the preverbal subject is not related to topichood, but to F-marking
instead.

In section 4.2, this chapter reviews the functional approaches that relate the subject
to the discourse-pragmatic function of topic in Bantu. Furthermore, it tests the topic
properties of the subject in Northern Sotho and comes to the conclusion that, although
the subject is often a topic in this language, this is not obligatorily the case. The only
valid generalization about the preverbal subject in Northern Sotho is that is must not be
F-marked.

In section 4.3, the chapter shows how the influence of information structure on syntax
can be modeled in OT. Thereby, it compares the OT-analysis proposed here to the syntactic
account proposed in the literature in order to show that the crucial difference does not lie
in the basic syntactic assumptions, which are parallel in both approaches, but solely in the
way that information structure interacts with syntax.

Therefore, in section 4.3.1, the chapter derives the relevant interface constraint that
accounts for the interaction of syntax and information structure. The constraint follows
the constraint schema of harmonic alignment that has been introduced in chapter 1. The
grammatical relation scale and the focus scale are harmonically aligned in order to derive
the constraint that bans F-marked subjects.

In section 4.3.2, the chapter derives in detail how this constraint accounts for the
asymmetry in focusing logical subjects and non-subjects that is observable in Northern
Sotho.

The emergence of the cleft structure for subject focus with transitive verbs will be
dealt with separately in chapter 5, where the role of cleft sentences in the grammar of
Northern Sotho is investigated more generally.

A treatment of the subject/object asymmetry in Northern Sotho within Optimality
Theory is going to be published in Zerbian (under review b). Consequently, Zerbian (un-
der review b) outlines the discussion in section 4.2 as well as the basic idea of constraints
at the syntax-pragmatics interface in section 4.3. However, in the course of writing the
thesis evidence has been collected that the preverbal subject is not necessarily a topic in
Northern Sotho (section 4.1), a crucial insight that is missing in Zerbian (under review b),
together with the explicit derivation of the constraint proposed by harmonic alignment.
Furthermore, the current chapter is, of course, in general more detailed than the paper.

4.2 Discourse-pragmatic role of the subject

Grammatical functions such as object and subject differ in their linguistic characteristics.
Subjects e.g. tend to be more restricted cross-linguistically or underlie special rules. An
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example for differences in syntactic behavior is question formation in English wheredo-
insertion takes place with objects, but not with subjects. An example from prosody is the
projection of accents in English where the projection of a pitch accent from an object onto
the whole sentence is possible, but not from a subject.2 Subjects also differ from objects
in other non-syntactic aspects of grammar. For example, subjects often encode agents in
the languages of the world whereas objects prototypically encode patients. With respect
to discourse-pragmatics, subjects tend to be topics (Chafe 1976, Keenan 1976 and many
others), whereas objects tend to be (part of the) focus (Lambrecht 1994).

This section investigates the discourse-pragmatic characteristics of the preverbal sub-
ject in Northern Sotho in comparison to Bantu languages more generally.

4.2.1 Subjects in Southern Bantu

The generalization that grammatical subjects tend to be topics holds cross-linguistically,
and is found for Bantu languages specifically in Givón (1976). The importance of the
observation that subjects are topics for the grammar of Northern Sotho has been acknowl-
edged by Louwrens (1979a, 1981, 1991). In functional and generative approaches the
incompatibility of narrowly focused subjects in their canonical preverbal position has
been attributed to their discourse-pragmatic properties. Subjects in Bantu languages, and
in particular in (Northern) Sotho, are regarded topics (Givón 1976, Louwrens 1979a, De-
muth & Johnson 1989, Bresnan & Mchombo 1987, Sabel & Zeller 2004).

The sources cited use different definitions of the term topic. Givón (1976: 152f) uses
the term topic both in its meaning as old information and as topic of discussion. Bresnan
& Mchombo (1987: 746) refer to work by Givón (1976), Chafe (1976) and Wald (1979),
and define the TOPICconstituent in Lexical-Functional Grammar (LFG) as the constituent
under discussion, whether previously mentioned or assumed in discourse. Demuth &
Johnson (1989) in following the work of Bresnan & Mchombo (1987) also adopt their
definition of topic. Louwrens (1979a) adopts the definition of old information.

All these approaches have in common that they refer to the topic as old discourse
information that has been under discussion (explicitly or implicitly) or has been men-
tioned before. Evidence for this claim comes from different areas: diachronic evidence,
(morpho-)syntactic evidence, and textual evidence. Further evidence comes from inver-
sion structures, such as locative inversion and subject-object reversal. The evidence will
be reviewed in the following subsections.

Diachronic evidence

The preverbal subject agrees obligatorily with the verb in Bantu languages. Development
of agreement can therefore provide evidence for synchronic characteristics of subjects. A
functional view on agreement relates the obligatoriness of subject agreement to its histori-
cal origin and claims that, although the agreement markers are fully grammaticalized from
a synchronic point of view, they kept their discourse-pragmatic meaning. It is a ‘widely
accepted scenario for the development of agreement systems’ (Schadeberg, p.c.) that they
evolve from a topic construction, in which a full (morphologically unreduced) pronoun is

2Thetic sentences form a systematic exception to this generalization.
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used to refer anaphorically to the topic NP (stage I in (3)). The anaphoric pronoun is then
reduced to a clitic-like element, though still retaining the pronominal content (stage II).
As illustrated in stage III, it is then further reduced to a morphologically dependent affix
– resulting in a loss of pronominal content – to a mere agreement marker (Givón 1976,
going back to at least Boas 1911). The course of diachronic development according to
Givón (1976) is illustrated in (3).

(3) Diachronic development of agreement
I Topic Pronoun II Clitic pronoun III Subject Agreement

The man, he came. The man he-came. The man he-came.
TOP PRO TOP PRO SUBJ AGR

In the transition from stage II to III, the reduction of the full topic pronoun to a mere
agreement marker has happened, but the preceding NP has still retained its discourse
function, namely being topic. This is the state of development a language like Northern
Sotho is assumed to be in: There is obligatory, thus grammaticalized, subject agreement
on the verb, whereby the subject itself always represents topical information.

Morpho-syntactic evidence

Bresnan & Mchombo (1987) argue in their paper on agreement in Chichewa that the sub-
ject agreement marker is ambiguous in this language between anaphoric and grammatical
agreement. They argue that the subject agreement marker can fulfill the function of an
incorporated pronoun (just as the object marker can). Therefore, if a full subject con-
stituent is present, this might be linked anaphorically to the incorporated pronoun and is
then restricted to bearing the topic role.

Evidence for the claim that the incorporated subject marker acts as the argument of
the verb comes from the optionality of the full subject NP, and from non-locality effects.
When the verb is the only constituent in the sentence, the subject agreement marker ap-
pears on the verb and functions as an incorporated pronoun. This is shown in (4).

(4) Optionality of subject

a. Chichewa (Bresnan & Mchombo 1987: 744)
Zi-ná-wá-luma.
CL10-PAST-CL2-bite
‘They (cl10) bit them (cl2).’
(e.g. ‘bees’- class 10, and ‘hunters’- class 2)

b. Northern Sotho
E
CL9

a
-A-

mmona.
CL1.see

‘It (cl9) sees him (cl1).’
(‘cow’- class 9, and ‘man’- class 1)

Furthermore, if the subject marker functions as an incorporated pronoun and the subject
NP is linked anaphorically to it, one expects to find the subject NP non-adjacent to the
verb. Non-locality effects can indeed be observed with the subject NP in both Chichewa
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and Northern Sotho. This is illustrated in (5), where the subject of the embedded clause
is extracted and appears in sentence-initial position.

(5) Non-locality effects with the subject

a. Chichewa (Bresnan & Mchombo 1987: 756)
Mkánǵo
CL3.lion

uwu,
this

alenje
CL2.hunters

a-ku-ǵańıza
CL2-PRES-think

kut́ı
that

ú-ma-f́uná
CL3-HAB-want

ku-gúmúla
INF-pull.down

nyumb́a
house

yá
of

mfûmu.
chief

Lit. ‘This lion, the hunters think that it wants to pull down the chief’s house.’

b. Northern Sotho
Malome,
CL1.uncle

kgǒsi
CL9.chief

e
CL9

re
say

o
CL1

swaneťse
must.PST

go
CL15

hlaba
slaughter

kgomo.
CL9.cow

Kgoši e re malome o swanetše go hlaba kgomo.
Lit. ‘The uncle, the chief says, must slaughter the cow.’

The examples in (5) show that the subject agreement marker can establish non-local ref-
erence to the subject NP, both in Chichewa and Northern Sotho. In the LFG-approach
that Bresnan & Mchombo (1987) adopt, anaphoric reference can only be made to a topic
constituent.

Subject inversion structures

The occurrence of inversion structures in Bantu languages has been interpreted as evi-
dence for the topichood of the grammatical subject. In inversion structures, the logical
subject appears postverbally and does not agree with the verb. The impersonal con-
struction in Northern Sotho is one type of subject inversion structure. Other inversion
structures are locative inversion (Bresnan & Kanerva 1989 for Chichewa), subject-object-
reversal (Kimenyi 1980 for Kinyarwanda) and transitive expletive constructions (Ndayi-
ragije 1999 for Kirundi). Examples are given in (6-a,b,c) respectively.

In locative inversion in Chichewa, in (6-a), a locative constituent precedes the verb and
agrees with it in locative noun class features. In subject-object-reversal in Kinyarwanda,
as in (6-b), a logical object precedes the verbs and agrees with it in noun class features.
In the transitive expletive construction in Kirundi in (6-c), both object and subject appear
postverbally. The object immediately follows the verb and the logical subject appears in
sentence-final position. The verb shows a default agreement (glossed as LOC in Ndayi-
ragije 1999). In all inversion structures in (6), the logical subject appears following the
verb.

(6) Subject inversion structures in Bantu languages

a. Locative inversion in Chichewa (Bresnan & Kanerva 1989: 36)
Pa-m-chenga
CL16-CL3-sand

p-a-im-a
CL16-PERF-stand-IND

nkhandwe.
CL9.fox

‘On the sand is standing a fox.’
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b. Subject-object-reversal in Kinyarwanda
(i) Umuhuungu

CL1.boy
a-ra-soma
CL1-PRES-read

igitabo.
CL7.book

‘The boy is reading the book.’
(ii) Igitabo

CL7.book
ki-soma
CL7-read

umuhuungu.
CL1.boy

Lit.: ‘The book is reading the boy.’
(‘The book is being read by the boy.’)

c. Transitive impersonal construction in Kirundi (Ndayiragije 1999)
Ha-́a-nyoye
LOC-PST-drink:PERF

amat́a
milk

abana.
children

‘Children (not parents) drank milk.’

With respect to the discourse-pragmatic meaning of inversion structures, it has been re-
ported in the literature that impersonal constructions are used for presentational focus
(a.o. Bresnan & Kanerva 1989, Demuth & Mmusi 1997, Harford 1990). Alternatively,
the constructions can also indicate narrow focus on the subject (Bresnan & Kanerva 1989,
Morimoto 2000, Ndayiragije 1999). The argument goes that when being new discourse-
information, the logical subject cannot appear in its preverbal position as this position is
tied to the notion of topic. It therefore appears in postverbal position. Because of the
topic-prominence that these languages display, other topical constituents can appear in
the preverbal topic position. In Chichewa, this is possible with topical locatives, in Kin-
yarwanda even with topical (logical) objects. Those constituents display formal subject
properties, such as agreement on the verb.

Northern Sotho, however, does not allow any other constituent than the logical subject
in preverbal position (see Baker 1992 and Zerbian 2004a for arguments against locative
inversion in Sotho). The preverbal position in Northern Sotho is exclusively reserved for
constituents bearing the highest thematic role.

Textual evidence

Evidence from text passages has been taken as evidence to show that a preverbal subject
in Northern Sotho is old information (Louwrens 1979a). It has been decided to review
Louwrens’ work in detail as it pertains directly to Northern Sotho. Louwrens argues that
the information status of the subject is old information. He uses text sequences show-
ing three constellations: co-referentiality, situational givenness (bridging inference), and
world knowledge. The following examples illustrate these points.

In (7-a), the underlined noun phrase is introduced into the text as discourse-new in-
formation in postverbal position. When it is taken up again later in the text, as in (7-b), it
appears in preverbal position as it is old-discourse information.

(7) from Ramaila (1960: 127), cited following Louwrens (1979a: 46)
Angelo ke seteišene sa setimela mo gare ga Germiston le Boksburg. Gona fao ke
mo gwa go namela (a) mokgalabje wa Mosothoešeťse e le mantšiboa a mokibelo.
[...] Ka baka leo go bonala gore (b) mokgalabjeo ile a botoga a potlakile ge a
eťswa mo baneng ba gagwe.
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‘Angelo is a train station between Germiston and Boksburg. One Saturday evening,
anold Sotho manwent there. [...] Therefore, the old manwas in a hurry when he
left from his children’s place.’

Givenness in discourse arises not only from what has been explicitly mentioned before,
as in the example in (7), but also implicitly, through the situation. Louwrens (1979a: 47)
provides the example in (8), that follows within the same text as (7).

(8) from Ramaila (1960: 127), cited following Louwrens (1979a: 47)
Ge ašeťse a duťse gabotse ka mo kgaolong ya ba “sekene”, ya ba gona radithekete
a tsenago go tlo botšiša dithekete.
‘When he was sitting comfortably in the second class compartment, the conductor
came to check the tickets.’

Raditheke- ‘conductor’ has not been explicitly mentioned in the preceding text. Never-
theless, it appears in the preverbal position that according to Louwrens is reserved for
discourse-old information. This can be captured by consideringradithekediscourse-old
by situational givenness (Afrikaans ‘situasionele gegewens’). The train that has been the
local setting of the preceding discourse, made the conductor a logical discourse referent
and therefore discourse-old.

Louwrens (1979a) claims that discourse referents are also treated as given information
when they can be assumed to be world knowledge, without having been explicitly men-
tioned in the discourse or having been evoked through the situation. A textual example
that supports the relevance of this generalization for Northern Sotho is given in (9).

(9) from Kgatle (1972: 1), cited following Louwrens (1979a: 48)
Letšaťsi le dikeťse. Go na kwala diphefo tša marega tše di ťsutlaťsutlago. Mahlare
a ewa dihlareng. Matšoba a nagaa hloboťse botala, bose le lethabo tša selemo.
[...] Dibota le digodidi hwile melodi.
‘The sunwent down. Only the winterwinds are audible. The leavesare falling
from the trees.
underlineThe flowers on the fields have lost their beauty of the summer. [...]
The birds and hawksare quiet.’

The underlined subjects appear in preverbal position though they have not been mentioned
explicitly in the preceding discourse. Louwrens proposes that by presenting the subjects
preverbally, the author assumes that the reader is familiar with this setting because of his
knowledge of the world.

Further textual examples that show that a preverbal subject is discourse-old informa-
tion, can be found at the beginning of stories or in stage directions, as shown in (10).
Here, the context makes clear that the logical subject is not known to the hearer, and it
can be seen from (10) that the subject does not appear preverbally.
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(10) Text beginnings and stage directions

a. Go
CL17

be
be.PST

go
CL17

na
be

le
with

di-nonyana
CL10-bird

le
and

di-phukubje
CL10-jackal

tš-eo
CL10-REL

di
CL10

be-go
was-REL

di
CL10

dula
live

le-šoke-ng.
CL5-wilderness-LOC

‘There were birds and jackals that lived in the wilderness.’ (Matabane
1998)

b. Go
CL17

tsena
enter

Matalebele.
PROP.NAME

‘Matalebele enters.’ (Makwala 1958)

The use of impersonal constructions at the beginning of stories, as in (10-a), or in stage
directions, as in (10-b), supports the claim that grammatical subjects, i.e. preverbal con-
stituents that agree with the verb, are discourse-old. As in the beginning of stories all
information is new, no grammatical subject is employed.

Although data from texts support the claim that the preverbal subject is discourse-old
information, there are the usual disadvantages with textual evidence. Though the exam-
ples in (7), (8), and (9) show that the subject can be discourse-old information, and the
example in (10) shows that the postverbal subject can encode discourse-new information,
texts do not provide negative evidence. Though valuable information can be retrieved
from an investigation of texts, at the same time texts do not provide negative evidence. In
this case this means that texts can never show that the preverbal subject obligatorily has
to be discourse-old information, neither that no discourse-old subject can appear postver-
bally. These data can only be gained from the elicitation of controlled contexts. Therefore,
the next section systematically tests topic properties of the preverbal subject in Northern
Sotho.

4.2.2 Testing topic properties in Northern Sotho

The preceding section has shown that in the literature, the grammatical function subject
has been equalled with the discourse-pragmatic function topic in Bantu languages in gen-
eral, and in Northern Sotho specifically. Thereby the term topic refers to two different
aspects: either to information known in the discourse (Louwrens 1979a), or to the topic
of the sentence (Giv́on 1976 and work thereafter). These notions of topic are also known
as familiarity topic and aboutness topic respectively. The literature on the information
structural status of the subject in Bantu languages therefore constitutes a case in which
the same terminology has been used to refer to different things.

The objective of this subsection is to investigate the properties of preverbal subjects in
Northern Sotho with respect to both familiarity and aboutness topic in order to ascertain
which of the two notions is relevant in accounting for the distribution of the preverbal
subject. It uses data gained from elicitation. Again, a context question controls the in-
formation status of the constituent under consideration. The data bring to light that the
preverbal subject in Northern Sotho does not show properties pertaining to neither of these
topic definitions.
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Familiarity topic

At the discourse-level or intersentential level, the term topic is often used to refer to given
information (von Heusinger 1999, see also section 1.2.2). Louwrens (1979a) claims that
this is the relevant notion that characterizes the preverbal subject in Northern Sotho. The
view that the preverbal subject is discourse-old information is also held by Givón (1976)
and subsequent work.

Given information is retrievable from the context and can therefore be left out. If the
generalization holds that the preverbal subject in Northern Sotho is given information at
the discourse-level, it is predicted that it can be left out. This is shown in the data in (11).
The context question specifies ‘the man’ as the referent whose actions are inquired about.
In the answer, this nominal NP can be repeated, as in (11-a), or be left out, as in (11-b).

(11) Monna o dira eng?- ‘What is the man doing?’

a. Mo-nna
CL1-man

o
CL1

swiela
sweep

le-bati.
CL5-floor

‘The man is sweeping the floor.’
b. O swiela lebati.

The grammaticality of (11-b) shows that the preverbal subject is given information in this
context as it has been mentioned immediately before. That the subject can be dropped, is
expected, as Northern Sotho shows the characteristics of a pro-drop language.

However, not all logical subjects which are given by discourse can appear in preverbal
subject position. This is illustrated by the data in (12). In (12-a-c), the subject is given
in discourse by having been mentioned before explicitly as alternatives to the question.
Nevertheless, the questioned constituent appears in a cleft sentence in the answer. Data
comparable to the ones elicited in (12-a) can also be found in natural speech taken from
the questionnaire, as in (12-b). The example in (12-d) shows that also givenness by world-
knowledge does not obligatorily lead to a preverbal occurrence of the subject.

(12) a. (i) Ké
COP

mang
who

a
CL1

bala-ng
read-REL

puku,
CL9.book

Masilo
PROP.NAME

goba
or

Molatelo?
PROP.NAME

‘Who is reading the book, Masilo or Molatelo?’
(ii) Ké

COP

Masilo
PROP.NAME

a
CL1

bala-ng
read-REL

puku.
CL9.book

‘M ASILO is reading the book.’
b. (i) Ké

COP

mang
who

a
CL1

bula-ng
open-REL

le-tsikanope
CL5-window

ka
PREP

morago
after

ga
PREP

kopano
CL9.meeting

- monna
man

goba
or

mosadi?
woman

‘Who opens the window after the meeting - the man or the woman?’
(QUIS)

(ii) Ké
COP

mo-nna
CL1-man

a
CL1

bula-ng
open-REL

le-tsikanope
CL5-window

ka
PREP

morago
after

ga
PREP

kopano.
CL9.meeting
‘The MAN opens the window after the meeting.’
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c. (i) Ké
COP

mang
who

a
CL1

rata-ng
like-REL

mma
CL1.mother

wa
CL1.POSS

Karabo?
PROP.NAME

‘Who likes Karabo’s mother?’
(ii) Ké

COP

Karabo
PROP.NAME

a
CL1

rata-ng
like-REL

mma
CL1.mother

wa
CL1.POSS

gagwe.
CL1.POSS.PR

‘K ARABO likes his mother.’
d. (i) Ké

COP

mang
who

a
CL1

bop-ile-ng
create-PST-REL

le-fase
CL5-ground

le
and

le-godimo?
CL5-above

‘Who created heaven and earth?’
(ii) Ké

COP

mo-dimo
CL1-god

yo
DEM.CL1

a
CL1

bop-ile-ng
create-PST-REL

le-fase
CL5-ground

le
and

le-godimo.
CL5-above
‘GOD created heaven and earth.’

A preverbal occurrence of the subject in the cases of (12) is excluded, as the negative
evidence from elicitation shows. This is given in (13).

(13) a. *[Masilo]F

PROP.NAME

o
CL1

bala
read

puku.
CL9.book

Intended: ‘MASILO is reading the book.’
b. *[Karabo]]F

PROP.NAME

o
CL1

rata
like

mma
CL1.mother

wa
CL1.POSS

gagwe.
CL1.POSSPRN

Intended: ‘KARABO likes his mother.’
c. *[Mo-dimo]] F

CL1-god
o
CL1

bop-ile
create-PST

le-fase
CL5-ground

le
and

le-godimo.
CL5-above

Intended: ‘GOD created heaven and earth.’

It can be concluded from the data in (12) and (13) that a focused logical subject, even if
contextually given, does not appear preverbally.

Summary The examples in this subsection have tested if givenness is the decisive char-
acteristics for the preverbal subject in Northern Sotho. The questions in (12) confront the
addressee with explicitely mentioned alternatives.

The data show that the logical subject cannot appear in preverbal position if it is con-
trasted to other possible referents. Consequently, givenness is no sufficient condition for
subjects in Northern Sotho. However, the contexts used conform to the definition of focus
as a set of alternatives. Thus, the restriction on the preverbal subject that emerges from
the data in this subsection can be captured by F-marking: The preverbal subject must not
be F-marked.

The interpretatory effect, namely that subjects often represent given information in
discourse, emerges indirectly from F-marking. F-marked constituents often (but crucially
not exclusively!) refer to discourse-new constituents, whereas discourse-old constituents
are often not F-marked. However, the cases in (12) constitute one example where a
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discourse-old constituent is F-marked.3

The notion of F-marking also captures the distribution of preverbal subjects in the
examples cited in Louwrens’ work (1979a), which has been presented in detail above.
The preverbal appearance of the subject in the cases of situational givenness and world
knowledge (see (8) and (9)) can be captured by arguing that these subjects are not F-
marked. Such a generalization is preferrable to the one used in Louwrens’ (1979a), as
the latter runs the risk of becoming circular when arguing that an author indicates that the
description is known to the reader, only because of the preverbal appearance of subjects.

In sum, formulating a discourse-pragmatic restriction on subjects making use of a
topic definition that refers to old information cannot be maintained for Northern Sotho.
The subject in Northern Sotho is not necessarily a topic at discourse-level.

Aboutness topic

At the sentential level or intrasentential level, the term topic is used to refer to aboutness
topics (Kuno 1972, Reinhart 1981), going back to early work on sentence structure (e.g.
von Gabelentz 1891). A constituent that bears the label of aboutness topic, denotes what
the rest of the sentence is about. The term topic for the preverbal subject in Bantu has been
used in this interpretation in work by a.o. Givón (1976), Bresnan & Mchombo (1987),
Demuth & Mmusi (1997).

There are certain grammatical restrictions on constituents that can act as aboutness
topics. They are grounded in semantic considerations (certain operators and definiteness)
and discourse considerations (thetic sentences and wide focus). These aspects will be
tested in the following subsections in order to investigate if aboutness topic is the relevant
notion for the preverbal subject in Northern Sotho.

Operators A test for aboutness topics is the occurrence of certain operators. Noun
phrases containing operators like ‘no one’ and ‘about’ cannot function as aboutness top-
ics. The data in (14) show that these operators do not appear in preverbal position in
Northern Sotho.

(14) a. Ga
NEG

go
CL17

na
be

mo-tho
CL1-person

yo
DEM.CL1

a
CL1

dumedǐsa-ng
greet-REL

mo-rutǐsi.
CL1-teacher

Lit. ‘There is not a person who is greeting the teacher.’, ‘No one is greeting
the teacher.’

b. Ga
NEG

go
CL17

mang
who

a
CL1

tseba-go
know-REL

gore
that

mo-lato
CL3-problem

ké
COP

eng.
what

Lit. ‘There is not who that knows that the problem is what.’, ‘Nobody knows
what the problem is.’ (corpus, B721)

c. [...]
[...]

eup̌sa
but

e
CL9

fo
still

ba
only

polobolo
CL9.talk

yeo
CL9.DEM

go
CL17

se
NEG

go
CL17

mang
who

a
CL1

ka
POT

kgona-go
be.able-REL

go
CL15

e
CL9

fa
give

le-ina.
CL5-name

Lit. ‘...it is just a talk which no one can give name to.’ (corpus, B1181)

3For the opposite case in which a discourse-new element is not F-marked see examples under wide focus
in the next section.
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d. Ké
COP

ba-ithuti
CL2-student

ba
CL2

e-ka-bago
about

ba
QUAL .CL2

ba-raro
CL2-three

ba
DEM.CL2

ba
CL2

be-go
PST-REL

ba
CL2

dir-ile
do-PST

mo-̌somo
CL3-work

wa
POSS.CL3

gae.
home

Lit. ‘It is students that can be three that had done their homework.’ ‘About
three students had done their homework.’
(answering the question: ‘How did your class go yesterday?’)

The data in (14) show that if the subject of the sentence is an operator like ‘no one’ or
contains an operator like ‘about’, it does not appear in its canonical preverbal position,
but in a cleft sentence instead.4

The data in (15) show that the operator ‘about’ can indeed occur in an in situ structure
which suggests that the incompatibility in (14-d) is because of the syntactic function it
fulfills in this case. Also, the occurrence of the negation structure with constituents in
situ, as in (15-b), suggests an incompatibility of ‘no one’ and the preverbal position.

(15) a. [Ke bana ba bakae bao ba bego ba le mo?- ‘How many children were here?’]

Ga
NEG

ke
1

gopole
remember.NEG

botse,
well

eup̌sa
but

ke
1

bone
see.PST

ba-na
CL2-child

e-ka-rego
about

ba
CL2

ba-hlano.
CL2-five

‘I don’t remember well, but I saw about five.’
b. Mo-rutiši

CL1-teacher
ga
NEG

a
CL1

dumedǐse
greet.NEG

mo-tho.
CL1-person

Lit. ‘The teacher is not greeting a person.’, ‘The teacher doesn’t greet any-
one.’

In both structures in (15), the operators under consideration have scope over the object.
In both cases, the constituent they have scope over appears in its in situ position.

The data in (14) and (15) show that certain operators are ungrammatical in preverbal
subject position. These operators correspond to the constituents that have been argued to
be excluded as aboutness topics for semantic reasons. Consequently, the incompatibility
of these operators in preverbal position supports an aboutness topic interpretation for this
position and therefore for the preverbal subject in Northern Sotho.

4The subject containing an ‘about’-expression can also appear in preverbal position as in (i).

(i) Ba-ithuti
CL2-student

ba
DEM.CL2

e-ka-bago
about

ba
QUAL .CL2

ba-raro
CL2-three

ba
CL2

be
PST

ba
CL2

dir-ile
do-PST

mo-̌somo
CL3-work

wa
POSS.CL3

gae.
home

‘About three students had done their homework.’

However, the fact that the cleft construction is also natural in this context is interpreted here as pointing
towards a tendency of not having the structure containing ‘about’ in preverbal position. Nothing crucial
hinges on this assumption.
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Thetic sentences Thetic sentences do not have topics (Kuroda 1972, Sasse 1987). Con-
trary to categorical sentences which name an entity and make a statement about it (cf.
aboutness topic), thetic sentences lack this bipartite structure and are logically unstruc-
tured. Thetic sentences express an event or a situation or state. A typical example is the
sentence ‘It is raining.’. Impersonal constructions lack on overt subject and are therefore
prototypical examples of thetic sentences. Sentences having a grammatical subject, on
the other hand, are always taken to constitute examples of categorical sentences (Sasse
1987: 513) (but see counterexamples from Northern Sotho). Japanese is an example for a
language that has the thetic/categorical distinction implemented in its grammar (Kuroda
1972). The distribution of the particleswaandgadepends on the interpetation of the sen-
tence. According to Kuroda (1972), if an entity is marked by the particlewa (also called
topic marker, Kuno 1972), the sentence is to be interpreted as categorical. Otherwise the
grammatical subject is marked bygaand the sentence is thetic.

Cross-linguistically, thetic sentences differ from categorical statements in word order
and intonation (Sasse 1987). The sentences in (16) have been categorized as thetic sen-
tences in German, based on intonation. In contrast to bipartite structures in which the
verb bears the sentence accent, in (16) it is the subject that bears an accent . The gram-
matical subject in these sentences does not act as topic, as thetic sentence do not show the
topic-comment structure.

(16) Thetic sentences in German

a. Die POLIZEI kommt.
ThePOLICE arrives.

b. Die SONNE geht auf.
‘The SUN rises.’

c. Meine SCHWESTERist gestorben.
‘My SISTERdied.’

The accent placement on the subject instead of the verb, as would be predicted by general
accent placement rules, gives evidence for the non-bipartite structure of these sentence.
The prediction concerning Northern Sotho therefore is, that if the subject is a topic in
Northern Sotho, the syntactic subject position has to remain empty in thetic sentences.
The data in (17) show sentences from Northern Sotho that correspond to the sentences in
(16).

(17) Thetic sentences in Northern Sotho

a. Ke bone kotsi e direga maabane kgauswi le gagešu. Monna o be a rapaletše
tseleng. Batho ba be ba eme ba lebeletše. Amalantshe e ile ya tla.Banna ba
amalantshe ba ile ba thuša monna yoo, gomme ba mo rwalela bookelong.
‘I saw an accident close to my home yesterday. A man was lying on the
street. People stood and watched. An ambulance came.The ambulance
men took care of the man and took him to the hospital.’

b. Go fapana le nageng ya Germany, matšaťsi a na le botelele bja go lekana ka
Afrika-Borwa. Leťsaťsi le hlaba ka 6 a.m.Mathapama letšaťsi le dikela ka 5
p.m. Ga go na phapano e kaalo magareng ga dihla ge go etla go botelele bja
letšaťsi.
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‘In contrast to Germany, in South Africa days always have the same length.
The sun rises at 6 a.m.In the evening the sun sets at 5 p.m. There is not
much difference between the different seasons in what concerns the length
of the day.’

c. Ke be ke le gae bǒsego bja go feta ka lebeletše TV. Mogala o ile wa lla. E
be ele mma.5O rile ‘Mogolo wa gago o hlokofetše.’Ke ile ka lla gomme ka
gopola go ya gae gabomma ka yona nako yeo.
‘I was at home last night watching TV. The telephone rang. My mother was
on the phone. She said: ‘Your sister died.’I cried and decided to go home
to my mother’s place immediately.’

In all the sentences in (17), the subject appears preverbally. The native speakers I worked
with prefer the sentence displaying canonical word order to the impersonal construction.
The occurrence of the subject in preverbal subject position in thetic sentences contradicts
an obligatory aboutness topic interpretation of preverbal subjects in Northern Sotho.

Definiteness Another test for aboutness topics is definiteness. Indefinites and non-
specific NPs cannot be aboutness topics. If preverbal subjects in Northern Sotho were
indeed aboutness topics, then no indefinite or non-specific NPs can appear in preverbal
position.

In some languages, definiteness is grammaticalized in the distribution of the definite
and indefinite article. Like Bantu languages in general, Northern Sotho does not have
articles. It neither has pre-prefixes which serve a similar goal in other Bantu languages
(Meinhof 1948:68f, Hyman & Katamba 1993), for example in Dzamba (Bokamba 1971).
Neither have the subject and object markers in Northern Sotho been reported to fulfill this
function, e.g. Doke (1955: 9) reports that in Zulu only definite subjects agree with the
verb. Only context can serve as an indicator for definiteness and specificity in Northern
Sotho. Mojapelo (2003, in prep.) shows that subjects are not necessarily definite and
specific in Northern Sotho. The examples in (18) are grammatical and felicitous.

(18) a. [When reporting that my car was stolen]
Ma-hodu
CL6-thief

a
CL6

utsw-iťse
steal-PST

koloi
CL9.car

ya
CL9.POSS

ka.
PERSPR.1

‘Thieves stole my car.’
b. [Possible responses to a cry from outside]

(i) Ngwana
CL1.child

o
CL1

a
-A-

hwa
die

mo
LOC

ntle!
outside

‘A child is dying outside.’

5Thanks to Daniel Schmidt for directing my attention to this sentence.

(i) E
CL9

be
PST

e
CL9

le
with

mma.
CL1.mother

Lit. ‘There was with mother.’

The logical subject appears postverbally and does not agree with the verb. The verb shows agreement with
class 9, in contrast to the impersonal constructions discussed so far, where the verb shows agreement with
class 17. This example is the only construction of this kind in my corpus so far and needs further research.
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(ii) Mo-tho
CL1-person

o
CL1

bolaya
kill

ngwana
CL1.child

mo
LOC

ntle.
outside

‘Someone is killing a child outside.’

The context makes clear that at sentential level, the subjects are indefinite and non-
specific. The lack of definiteness/specificity effects contradicts an aboutness-analysis of
the preverbal subject in Northern Sotho as indefinites and non-specific NPs do appear in
preverbal subject position.6

Wide focus Further evidence against an obligatory aboutness topic interpretation of
the preverbal subject in Northern Sotho comes from its occurrence under wide focus.
This aspect is closely related to the aspect of definiteness and thetic sentences discussed
above. A thetic reading, i.e. a logically unstructured statement which expresses an event
or situation, can be evoked systematically by all-new questions. Kuno (1972: 298) intro-
duces the term ‘neutral descriptions’ for sentences which do not contain any discourse-
pragmatically presupposed material and which are typically found after expressions such
as ‘Oh look!’ or ‘What happened then?’ (termed ‘all-new utterances’ in Schmerling
1976). Kuno’s characterization and the information concerning the distribution of ‘neu-
tral descriptive’ sentences conform well to thetic sentences as described in Kuroda (1972).
Therefore, under wide focus, it cannot be maintained that the predicate makes a statement
about the subject of the sentence. Rather, the whole sentence serves as making a statement
about a situation. Utterances appearing in all-new contexts or elicited by questions such
asMolato ke eng?- ‘What’s up?’ orGo direga eng?- ‘What is happening?’ show that a
logical subject can appear in its canonical preverbal position.7 The data in (19) are taken
from Mojapelo (2003), and represent examples that are uttered in an all-new context.

6Northern Sotho does not show definiteness or specificty effects in contexts where they occur in English.
One example are impersonal constructions. The English sentence in (i-a) is ungrammatical in which a
definite subject appears in postverbal position. However, the Northern Sotho the counterpart in (i-b) is
grammatical, see also (10-b).

(i) a. *There is sleeping John in the bed.
b. Go

CL17
robala
sleep

Karabo
PROP.NAME

mo
PREP

mpte-ng.
CL9.bed-LOC

Lit. ‘There is sleeping Karabo in the bed.’

More work needs to be done on definiteness in Northern Sotho to find out if it behaves parallely to English
and if therefore the same tests relating to definiteness and specificity can be applied to test for properties of
topics (see Mojapelo in prep.).

7Also in multiple questions a focused subject can appear in its canonical preverbal position. Examples
are given in (i).

(i) a. 1) Mang
who

o
CL1

fa
give

mma
CL1.mother

eng?
what

‘Who gives mother what?’
2) [Malome]F

CL1.uncle
o
CL1

fa
give

mma
CL1.mother

[mpho]F .
CL9.gift

‘The uncle gives mother a gift.’
b. 1) Ké

COP

mang
who

a
CL1

fa-ng
give-REL

mma
CL1.mother

eng?
what

‘Who gives mother what?’
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(19) a. [When reporting that my car was stolen]
Ma-hodu
CL6-thief

a
CL6

utswiťse
steal.PST

koloi
CL9.car

ya
CL9.POSS

ka.
PERSPR.1

‘Thieves stole my car.’
b. [Possible responses to a cry from outside]

(i) Ngwana
CL1.child

o
CL1

a
-A-

hwa
die

mo
LOC

ntle!
outside

‘A child is dying outside.’
(ii) Mo-tho

CL1-person
o
CL1

bolaya
kill

ngwana
CL1.child

mo
LOC

ntle.
outside

Lit. ‘Someone is killing a child outside.’/ ‘Someone is beating a child.’
c. Stage directions

Le-rumo
CL5-spear

le
CL5

ja
eat

mo-tho,
CL1-person

go
CL17

tuka
burn

mo-llo
CL3-fire

wa
CL3.POSS

di-thunya.
CL8-gun

‘A spear kills a person, there is gunfire burning.’ Makwala (1997)

In (19), the logical subjects appear in preverbal position and agree with the verb. Exam-
ples like in (19) can be elicited systematically by all-new contexts. The data in (20) show
examples in which the logical subject is part of a larger focus domain and appears prever-
bally. The data have been elicited in the interaction of two native speakers by means of
pictures from the questionnaire. The preceding question or instruction is indicated by the
context in square brackets.

(20) a. [Go diregang?- ‘What is happening?’]
(i) Le-sea

CL5-baby
le
CL5

robeťse.
sleep.PST

‘A baby is sleeping.’ (QUIS)
(ii) Mma

CL1.mother
o
CL1

ruta
teach

ngwana
CL1.child

go
CL15

bala
read

buka.
CL9.book

‘A mother teaches a child to read a book.’ (QUIS)
b. [Hlaloša seo o se bonang!- ‘Describe what you see!’]

(i) Matome
PROP.NAME

o
CL1

na
be

le
with

ma-gapu
CL6-watermelon

a
QUAL .CL6

ma-raro
CL6-three

gomme
and

Lesiba
PROP.NAME

o
CL1

na
have

le
be

ma-gapu
with

a
CL6-watermelon

ma-ne
QUAL .CL6 CL6-four
‘Matome has three water melons whereas Lesiba has four.’ (QUIS)

2) Ké
COP

malome
CL1.uncle

a
CL1

fa-ng
give-REL

mma
CL1.mother

mpho.
CL9.gift

‘The uncle gives mother a gift.’

However, with multiple questions also cleft structures are possible as shown in (i-b). Multiple questions
will not be addressed here. See Haida (in prep.) for issues pertaining to multiple questions.
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(ii) Ngwana
CL1.child

o
CL1

nameťse
climb.PST

karikana
CL9.wagon

ya
CL9

di-tonki
CL10-donkey

gomme
and

ka
PREP

thoko
next

go
CL17

eme
stand.PST

mo-nna.
CL1-man

‘A child is sitting on a donkey waggon while next to it is standing a
man.’ (QUIS)

c. [Go direga eng mo?- ‘What is happening here?’]
(i) Mo-sadi

CL1-woman
le
and

mo-nna
CL1-man

ba
CL2

a
-A-

atl-ana.
kiss-REC

‘A woman and a man are kissing each other.’ (QUIS)
(ii) Katse

CL9.cat
e
CL9

a
-A-

rutha.
swim

‘A cat is swimming.’ (QUIS)
(iii) Mo-nna

CL1-man
o
CL1

rema
chop

kota.
CL9.wood

‘A man is chopping wood.’ (QUIS)

In all the examples in (20), both the preceding question and the fact that the correspond-
ing picture that had to be described has been shown for the first time, indicates that the
following sentence contains only new information. When being part of a wide focus, a
discourse-new logical subject can appear in preverbal position. Further examples come
from the opening sentences of descriptions of scenarios, elicited by means of short video
sequences contained in the questionnaire.

(21) Description of scenarios

a. Mo-nna
CL1-man

o
CL1

tšwa
leave

ka
PREP

ntlo-ng
CL9.house-LOC

a
CL1

swere
hold.PST

mo-eta
CL3-pot

[...].

‘A man leaves a house, he carries a bucket [...]’ (QUIS)
b. Ngwana

CL1.child
wa
POSS.CL1

mo-setsana
CL1-girl

o
CL1

duťse
sit

godimo
above

ga
PREP

mo-ngatse
CL3-hat

ka
PREP

fase
under

ga
PREP

mo-hlare.
CL3-tree

[...]

‘A girl is sitting on top of a hat under a tree.’ (QUIS)

Also in opening sentences when describing a scene, the logical subject can appear in
preverbal position in Northern Sotho. However, also the appearance of the logical subject
in an impersonal construction when discourse-new, appears in the corpus and is given in
(22).

(22) Go
CL17

tšwelela
appear

mo-sadi
CL1-woman

gomme
and

o
CL1

lebanťsha
place.opposite

mo-nna
CL1-man

[...]

‘There appears a woman, she places herself opposite the man.’ (QUIS)

In contrast to French (cf. Sasse 1987), however, it is ungrammatical in Northern Sotho
to place the logical subject in a cleft construction when it is not the focused constituents
itself, but only part of a larger focus. This is illustrated in (23). The data are taken from
elicitation, as negative evidence does not appear in any text collection that is based on
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natural speech.

(23) a. [Go diregile eng?- ‘What is happening?’]
(i) [Mo-nna

CL1-man
o
CL1

bo-eťse
return-PST

gae]F
home

‘The man came back home.’
(ii) *K é monna (yo) a boetšeng gae.

b. [Go diregile eng ka namune?- ‘What happened to the orange?’]
(i) [Mo-nna

CL1-man
o
CL1

e
CL9

jele]F
eat.PST

‘A man ate it.’
(ii) *K é monna yo a e jeleng.

Summary The preceding section has investigated if the appearance of a logical subject
in preverbal position in Northern Sotho is restricted to subjects which are interpreted
as aboutness topics. It has emerged from the data that the ungrammaticality of certain
operators in preverbal position supports such an analysis. However, the occurrence of
a preverbal subject in thetic sentences and under wide focus contradicts the aboutness
topic restriction for preverbal subjects, as cross-linguistically these contexts are argued to
lack a sentence topic. Also the occurrence of subjects in preverbal position that must be
interpreted as indefinite and non-specific, contradict an aboutness topic analysis.

This thesis has argued that the valid characterization of the preverbal position in
Northern Sotho with respect to its information structural status is that preverbal subjects
must not be F-marked. This generalization does not make the wrong predictions concern-
ing the data presented in this section. Neither under wide focus nor in thetic sentences is
a logical subject F-marked. Consequently, it can appear in the preverbal position.

With respect to definiteness, F-marking can freely combine with definite or indefi-
nite readings, just like with discourse status of old and new, as discussed in connection
with familiarity topics. Therefore, the generalization that preverbal subjects must not be
F-marked does not make any predictions about the interpretation with respect to definite-
ness. It only predicts that F-marked definite or indefinite subjects must not appear in
preverbal position.

If the relevance of the notion of aboutness topic is discarded for the grammar of North-
ern Sotho, the ungrammaticality of certain operators in preverbal position remains unac-
counted for. Remember that the notion of aboutness topic made the right prediction with
respect to the occurrence of ‘no one’ and the occurrence of constituents containing ‘about’
in preverbal position.

For negation, there are two possible alternative explanations that will be briefly sketched
out. One approach is to argue that negation is F-marked. An intrinsic morphosyntactic fo-
cus, [+F], has been assumed for negation in the literature on Bantu languages (Hyman &
Watters 1984, Hyman 1999), given its marked semantic status. This intrinsic morphosyn-
tactic [+F] represents a “secondary focus” which is not semantically interpreted but acts
in the grammar. Another explanation might lie in restrictions about the scope of verb
negation. Verb negation can only have scope over what follows, but not over a preceding
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subject. Consequently, the sentence in (24) negates the predicate, but is not identical to
‘No one eats an orange.’.

(24) Mo-tho
CL1-person

ga
NEG

a
CL1

j-e
eat-NEG

namune.
CL9.orange

‘Someone does not eat an orange.’

As there is no determiner negation in Northern Sotho, the only way of negating a logical
subject is letting it occur in a construction where it appears postverbally. A cleft struc-
ture is such a construction. Obviously, the account for the lack of preverbal negation
remains an area of further research. As for the occurrence of operators such asabout,
their complex syntactic structure qualifies them as a research area in its own rights.

In sum, the data presented contradict an obligatory aboutness topic interpretation of
the preverbal subject in Northern Sotho.

4.2.3 Summary

The two preceding sections have shown that the preverbal subject in Northern Sotho is
neither a familiarity nor an aboutness topic. The generalization that can be drawn from
the data in Northern Sotho is that the preverbal subject must not be narrowly focused.
Thereby it is shown that the discourse-pragmatic dichotomy of given/new or topic/focus
that is often used in information structural research in Bantu languages cannot account
for the data in Northern Sotho. How these notions intersect, is illustrated by table 10.

Table 10: Subject and discourse status in Northern Sotho
syntactic position information structural context discourse-status

preverbal focus on non-subject old information
preverbal wide focus new information
cleft, postverbal narrow focus on subject new information

In equalling the preverbal position with a familiarity or aboutness topic, the appearance
of preverbal subjects under wide focus in Northern Sotho is not captured. The old/new
dichotomy (Giv́on 1976, Louwrens 1979a, Bresnan & Mchombo 1987) can therefore not
account for the data. The difference between narrow and wide focus can be captured by
F-marking, in that only narrowly focused subjects are F-marked.

This finding has implications for the preverbal subject position in Northern Sotho,
both with respect to its interpretation as well as with respect to its syntactic structure.
First, it should have become clear that SpecIP, the position in which the subject generates
agreement with the verb, is not a topic position, but is restricted to constituents bearing the
highest thematic role. The restriction to constituents with the highest thematic role instead
of topics can explain the absence of any inversion structures in Northern Sotho in which
another constituent than the subject appears preverbally and expresses agreement with the
verb. For other Bantu languages, inversion structures have been reported that place either
a locative or a logical object in the position of a grammatical subject if it is the topic of the
sentence. The subject position is claimed to be a topic position in these languages. This
has been argued for locative inversion in Chichewa by Bresnan & Kanerva (1989) and for



4.3. INFLUENCE OF INFORMATION STRUCTURE ON SYNTAX 191

subject/object reversal in Kinyarwanda and Kirundi by Morimoto (2000). Northern Sotho,
however, does not show any of these structures (see Baker 1992 and Zerbian 2004a for
arguments against locative inversion in Sotho). The preverbal position in Northern Sotho
is exclusively reserved for constituents bearing the highest thematic role.

The detachment of the grammatical function of subject from the discourse notion
topic has implications for the syntactic position of the preverbal subject constituent and
the syntactic status of the agreement marker. In section 1.7.3 it has been discussed that the
equation of subject with topic has been interpreted as evidence for its syntactic status as
obligatorily dislocated constituent (see Demuth & Johnson 1989 for Sesotho, Baker 2003
for Kinande). Accordingly, the subject marker has been analysed as marking anaphoric
agreement. Taking discourse-pragmatic interpretation as indicative for syntactic structure,
however, the data presented in this chapter have shown that under wide focus and in thetic
sentences, the subject constituent cannot be considered dislocated. Consequently, these
contexts provide further evidence for the status of grammatical agreement of the subject
marker in Northern Sotho (next to the context ofwh-questions in Chichewa, Bresnan &
Mchombo 1987).

The next section presents how the generalization that preverbal subjects must not be
F-marked can be derived in a grammar without stipulating it. The mechanism for the
derivation of this generalization is taken from the inventory of schemata for constraint
formulation within Optimality Theory (OT).

4.3 Influence of information structure on syntax

The view taken in this thesis is that information structure directly influences syntax. Ev-
idence for this view comes from the observation that in Northern Sotho, F-marking pre-
vents a logical subject to appear in preverbal position. A subject/non-subject asymmetry
as the one in Northern Sotho has also been described for other Bantu languages such as
Kinyarwanda (Kimenyi 1980), Dzamba (Bokamba 1976), Kitharaka (Muriungi, to ap-
pear), and the Nguni languages (Sabel & Zeller, to appear). Sabel & Zeller (to appear)
capture the asymmetry by the generalization in (25).

(25) *wh-in Spec TP

They acknowledge the functional explanation for the generalization in (25) which is based
on the incompatibility ofwh-phrases and topic. However, they criticize that a functional
account of (25) predicts thatwh-phrases are banned from SpecTP in all languages. They
are right in their criticism that the prediction that all languages show a ban ofwh-phrases
in subject position can easily be falsified. English is such a language. Therefore, Sabel &
Zeller (to appear) argue that (25) must be a parameterized property of SpecTP. However,

“[I]t is not clear how the fact that (25) is a parameterized property of SpecTP
can be captured in this approach.” (Sabel & Zeller, to appear: 5)

This section will show how a ‘parameterization’ of the functional account can be modeled
and implemented in grammar by means of an Optimality-theoretic approach through (re-
)ranking of the syntax-pragmatics interface constraint.
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First, the relevant interface constraint is motivated and derived in section 4.3.1. The
constraint schema used is harmonic alignment. The ban of focused constituents from
preverbal position can be captured by aligning the grammatical function scale and the
prominence scale. Contrary to existing work, this section argues for a differentiation of
the prominence scale into a focus and a topic scale.

Then, the influence of information structure is modeled in section 4.3.2, making use
of the constraint motivated in the preceding section. By a systematic comparison to the
syntactic account by Sabel & Zeller (to appear), this section shows that the approach
proposed here does not diverge from Principles & Parameter-style theories in its basic
syntactic assumptions but only in the role information structure plays.

Throughout the following sections it will become clear that the OT-approach goes be-
yond sole modelling of parameterization. First, it assigns information structure an active
role in shaping syntax, a view that is maintained not only for discourse-configurational
languages in which a certain position is reserved for the focused constituent, but also for
e.g. German (B̈uring 2000). In Principles & Parameter-style approaches, information
structure finds its way into syntax via syntactic phrases (Topic Phrase or Focus Phrase,
see e.g. Rizzi 1997, Brody 1990). The direct influence that discourse-pragmatics has
on syntax in an OT-approach has an empirical advantage over an approach that assumes
the mediation of discourse-pragmatically motivated syntactic phrases: In Northern Sotho,
there is no evidence neither for a fixed Focus Phrase nor for a Topic Phrase that contains
the subject (see chapter 2 against a fixed Focus Phrase, and the preceding sections against
an obligatory topic interpretation of the preverbal subject).

Second, because constraints in OT have to fulfill certain requirements with respect to
their formal format, the interface constraint proposed here is not in danger of expressing
a mere stipulation as a parameterization parameter is.

Finally, the framework of OT allows to model the interaction of syntax and infor-
mation structure, or form and function more generally. This aspect will be taken up in
chapter 5.

As mentioned already in the introduction to this chapter, the idea to capture the ban
of focused subjects from preverbal position within Optimality Theory is going to be pub-
lished in Zerbian (under review b). The following sections differ from the paper in both
exposition and the actual constraint postulated.

4.3.1 The interface constraint

This section derives the constraint that mediates between information structure and syn-
tax in Northern Sotho (and possibly in other languages as well) and that captures the
generalization in (25).

First, the constraint schema of harmonic alignment will be introduced. By relating to
an approved schema for the formulation of the relevant constraint, the objection common
to OT-analyses is replied to, namely that the constraint merely describes the observable
facts and is stipulated. Then, the alignment of the two prominence scales which are
involved will be technically derived. As a consequence it falls out automatically that it
is with respect to the subject, and not the object, that there exists a restriction which is
related to information structure. Then, the assumed split into a topic and a focus scale is
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motivated. Thereby, it emerges that through harmonic alignment of those two scales, the
relation between F-marking and topichood can be derived, which makes it clear why in
the literature the preverbal subject is often characterized as a topic in Bantu languages.

Harmonic alignment

Language is full of natural scales, with one end more prominent, in an abstract sense,
than the other. These prominence scales are inferred orderings of linguistic objects. Ex-
amples for prominence scales can be found in any area of grammar: the sonority scale on
which vowels are more prominent than liquids, which are more prominent than nasals; the
person scale on which the first person is more prominent than the second which is more
prominent than the third; or the grammatical relation scale on which the subject is more
prominent than the object and the accusative is more prominent than the dative and so on.

Two natural linguistic scales can be combined to derive a harmony scale on which a
linguistic element combining properties from the two scales is more harmonic than a lin-
guistic element combining different properties from the same scales. Harmonic alignment
of prominence scales thereby establishes a preferred correlation between two distinct but
related dimensions. Harmonic alignment of prominence scales is introduced in Prince &
Smolensky (1993: Chapter 6,8).

Harmonic alignment is defined as in (26) (following Prince & Smolensky 1993: 136):

(26) Harmonic alignment
Given a binary dimension D1, with a scale X>Y and another dimension D2 with
a scale a>b ...>z, the harmonic alignment of D1 and D2 is the following pair of
harmony scales:

a. Hx= X/a >X/b >... >X/z
b. Hy= Y/z >.... >Y/b >Y/a

The constraint alignment is the following pair of constraint hierarchies:
c. Cx= *X/z �... �*X/b �*X/a
d. Cy= *Y/a �*Y/b �... *Y/z

Sonority preferences in different syllable positions will serve as an example for the tech-
nical definition in (26) (from McCarthy 2002: 22). The syllable-position prominence
scale, given in (27-a), can be combined with the sonority scale, given in (27-b), to form
two harmony scales. These are given in (27-c,d).

(27) Harmonic alignment

a. syllable position: Nucleus>Onset
b. sonority: vowel>liquid >nasal>fricative>stop
c. harmony scale I: Nucleus/vowel>Nucleus/liquid>...
d. harmony scale II: Onset/stop>Onset/fricative>...

Following the schema in (26), harmony scales are derived by aligning the most prominent
element from a binary scale with the elements of the second scale, starting with the most
prominent one, and by aligning the least prominent element from the binary scale with
the elements of the second scale starting with the least prominent one. For the use in an
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OT-framework, these harmony scales are transformed by contraposition into universally
fixed constraint hierarchies, given in (28-a,b).

(28) Constraint hierarchy from harmonic alignment

a. constraint hierarchy I: ...�*N UCLEUS/L IQUID �*N UCLEUS/VOWEL

b. constraint hierarchy II: ...�*ONSET/FRICATIVE �*ONSET/STOP

Both constraint hierarchies in (28-a,b) have important empirical consequences: the nu-
cleus hierarchy accounts for the implicational universal that some languages have only
vowel nuclei (Italian) and some have both liquid and vowel nuclei (English, German), but
no language has only liquid nuclei; the effect of the onset hierarchy can be observed in
early acquisition, when many children avoid nasal or liquid onsets.

Interface between information structure and syntax

The constraint that captures the generalization that F-marked logical subjects must not
appear in preverbal position will be derived in this section by harmonically aligning the
respective scales.

The generalization suggests that the prominence scales involved are on the one hand
the grammatical relation scale, consisting of at least subject and object, and on the other
hand a discourse prominence scale, referring to F-marked and non-F-marked. The two
prominence scales, which are part of universal grammar, are given in (29) (for a literature
review and discussion of the discourse prominence scale see next subsection).

(29) Prominence scales

a. Relational scale: Subject>Non-subject (D1)
b. Focus scale: Non-F-marked>F-marked (D2)

Two natural linguistic scales as the ones in (29) can be combined to form two harmony
scales by aligning their most and least prominent elements. By aligning the scales in (29),
the harmony scales in (30) are reached at.

(30) Harmony scales

a. Hsubject = Subject/Non-F-marked>Subject/F-marked
b. Hnonsubject = Non-subject/F-marked>Non-subject/Non-F-marked

Of one harmony scale, Hsubject, the more prominent member of the scale D1 is mapped
onto the other scale D2 in D2’s order. Hence, a prominent element on one scale combines
most felicitously with a prominent element on the other scale, and so on down the line.
The prominentSubjectcombines least felicitously withF-marked, which is least promi-
nent on D2. Conversely, in HNonsubject, the less prominent member of the (binary) scale
D1 is mapped onto D2 in the opposite of D2’s order. The least prominent element on one
scale combines most felicitously with the least prominent element on the other scale, and
so on up the line.

From the harmony scales the constraint hierarchies are derived via contraposition. The
notationSubject/Non-F-markeddescribes a linguistic element that combines the proper-
ties of being subject and non-F-marked. Consequently, the notation *SUBJECT/NON-F-
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MARKED denotes a constraint thatSubject/Non-F-markedviolates. From the harmony
scales in (30), the following pair of constraint hierarchies are derived:

(31) Constraint hierarchies
a. Csubject = *SUBJECT/F-MARKED �*SUBJECT/NON-F-MARKED

b. Cnonsubject = *N ON-SUBJECT/NON-F-MARKED �
*N ON-SUBJECT/F-MARKED

The notation *SUBJECT/F-MARKED denotes a constraint that a constituent displaying the
propertiesSubject/F-markedviolates. Both constraint hierarchies in (31) have empirical
consequences: The subject hierarchy in (31-a) accounts for the observation that some lan-
guages do not allow a focused constituent in subject position, as is the case with Northern
Sotho e.g. The object hierarchy in (31-b) accounts for the observation that objects tend to
be (part of the) F-marked information.

Prominence scales

The prominence scales in (29), which were used for the derivation of the crucial interface
constraint, have their precedents in the literature. The relational scale is uncontroversial
and has been assumed (or proposed) by linguists working in a variety of frameworks (see
Aissen 1999 for references).

A discourse prominence scale different from the one in (29) can be found in the work
by Aissen (1999) and Lee (2000). Their proposals are given in (32).

(32) Discourse prominence scale

a. Aissen (1999): Topic>Focus
b. Lee (2000): [-NEW] >[+NEW]

By aligning the discourse prominence scale in (32) to the relational scale, Aissen (1999)
derives constraints which are similar to the ones proposed in the preceding section. The
constraint *SUBJECT/F-MARKED is similar in its idea to the constraint *SU/X proposed
in Aissen (1999: 684). *SU/X together with *SU/X are constraints that encode pressure
on subject choice which is grounded in discourse prominence (Aissen 1999: 684). Capital
X represents a more prominent element (Topic in (32)), lowercase x a less prominent one
(Focus in (32)). Prominence is to be understood as thematic prominence which equals
topicality in the discussion here. *SU/X therefore means that subjects should be avoided
which are low in thematic prominence, i.e. which are discourse new.

This thesis argues for the discourse-prominence scale in (29) that represents a split of
the prominence scale as proposed by Aissen (1999), and a reinterpretation of the scale
proposed by Lee (2000). The necessity of splitting Aissen’s scale is that topic and focus
are not elements of the same category. In general, linguistic elements belong to one and
only one of the categories a scale consists of. A personal pronoun, for example, belongs
to one and exactly one category of the number scale, a syntactic constituent belongs to
exactly one category of the grammatical relations scale, either subject or non-subject.
With respect to information structure it has been shown in chapter 1 that topic and focus
are not in complementary distribution. A discourse-pragmatic entity can therefore be
either or, or neither nor, or both. Respective examples are given in (33), where the subject
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is the grammatical function under consideration.
In (33-a), the subject is the focus of the sentence, in (33-b) it can be considered the

topic of the sentence, whereas in (33-c) the subject is neither topic nor focus, as it consti-
tutes only part of the all-new focus. The example in (33-d) displays a contrastive topic.
In (33-d), the subject can be considered to have both focus and topic properties (Molnár
1998). The topic property is that the first clause is about ‘Peter’, the focus property is that
‘Peter’ is an alternative to ‘Paul’ in the second clause.

(33) a. Context: Who ate pizza?
PETER ate pizza.

b. Context: What did Peter eat?
Peter atePIZZA.

c. Context: What happened at the party?
Pèteràte the ṕızza.

d. Context: Who ate what?
PETER ate pizza, PAUL ate salade.

The reason for the reinterpretation of the scale proposed by Lee (2000) is along the same
lines. It has been shown in the preceding section that the relevant criterion for the distri-
bution of the preverbal subject is not its discourse status as old or new constituent, but the
presence or absence of F-marking.

The two discourse prominence scales that are consequently proposed are given in (34).

(34) a. Focus scale: Non-F-marked>F-marked
b. Topic scale: Topic/Satzgegenstand>Comment/Satzaussage

In harmonic alignment, the basic idea is that a position which is structurally more promi-
nent attracts elements which are prominent along some relevant substantial dimension,
while a position which is low in structural prominence attracts elements which are low
on relevant structural dimensions. The subject is the most prominent structural position
and thereby attracts elements which are releatively prominent on other substantial dimen-
sions. Dependent on the language, subject position may attract local persons over third,
proximates over obviatives, agents over patients, and so on.

The order of the members of the discourse prominence scale is argued to be grounded
in discourse salience and accessibility (Aissen1999). Both topics and background (non-F-
marked) are the more ‘prominent’ members of the respective scale as they are more easily
accessible. Taken together the discourse prominence scales and the grammatical function
scale, the subject position attracts topics over non-topics and non-F-marked constituents
over F-marked constituents.

The two scales proposed in (34) together with the relational scale given in (21) are
independent scales and can interact in any language. The harmonic alignment of the topic
scale with the grammatical relation-scale gives the constraint hierarchy of *SUBJECT/
COMMENT >*SUBJECT/TOPIC (see preceding section for the parallel derivation of the
alignment of relational scale and focus scale).

(35) *SUBJECT/TOPIC

‘Don’t have a subject that is (part of) the comment.’
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If the constraint *SUBJECT/COMMENT is sufficently high-ranked in a grammar, the sub-
ject is always a topic. If the constraint *SUBJECT/COMMENT is ranked below SUBJECT,
there is always a subject in a sentence independent of its information structure. In North-
ern Sotho, we have seen that the subject is not obligatorily a topic. Evidence is missing
so far for the relevance of the topic category in Northern Sotho. *SUBJECT/COMMENT

is therefore ranked below SUBJECT.

Discussion

The preceding section has technically derived the constraint *SUBJECT/F-MARKED that
can account for the observable ungrammaticality of focused subjects in preverbal posi-
tion. Through harmonic alignment of the relational scale and the focus scale one arrives
at markedness constraints which capture cross-linguistically observable patterns. Conse-
quently, by aligning two universal prominence scales, the observed effect is derived by
means which are grounded in language universals, not stipulation. To the extent that the
rankings found in particular languages instantiate universal rankings, they should not be
stipulated.

One common objection against harmonic alignment concerns the ordering of elements
on the scales that are to be aligned. Zeevat & Jäger (2002) e.g. criticize that Aissen’s
approach (1999) is too explicit as it is as easy to formulate the inverse form/meaning
associations, yielding the exact opposite languages. They argue in favor of statistical
asymmetries and bidirectional learning (Zeevat & Jäger 2002, J̈ager 2004, Mattausch
2004). One response to this criticism is that at least empirically, the predicted patterns of
inverse form/meaning associations are unattested.

The approach proposed here has one important implication that has not been men-
tioned so far. Harmonic alignment produces fixed hierarchies. Though languages vary
with respect to how they rank a constraint with respect to other constraints of the grammar,
the ranking of harmonically aligned constraints remains fixed. For the example discussed
here, that means that *SUBJECT/NON-F-MARKED is never ranked above *SUBJECT/ F-
MARKED in any language.

Assuming that sentences tend to have subjects, the harmonic alignment approach con-
sequently predicts, that there is no language for which the generalization holds that only
a focused subject appears in subject position. Such a language could only be derived by
a ranking as in (36), which is claimed to be excluded when the constraint originates from
harmonic alignment.

(36) *SUBJECT/NON-F-MARKED �SUBJECT

Immediately, Hungarian comes to mind as a language where seemingly exactly this gen-
eralization holds, namely that onlyfocusedsubjects appear in preverbal position. This
apparent counterexample can easily be rejected, as the constraint proposed does not refer
to a linear surface position but to a structural position. The preverbal position in Hungar-
ian is not the subject position, as can be seen from the fact, that in Hungarian not only
focused subjects, but any focused constituent appears in preverbal position.

This section has argued that the impossibility of a focused subject in preverbal position
in Northern Sotho does not arise as a result of a syntactic focus marking strategy, but can
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be accounted for independently by the unharmonic status of F-marked preverbal subjects.
The next section implements the constraint motivated here into the OT-analysis.

4.3.2 Analysis

This section shows how the influence of information structure on syntax is modeled in the
framework of OT. It uses the interface constraint that has been motivated in the preceding
section in order to account for the ungrammaticality of a focused subject in preverbal
position.

Because the interface constraint is in conflict with purely syntactic requirements, it is
first shown how the basic syntactic assumptions concerning agreement are translated into
OT. Therefore, the syntactic constraints SUBJECT, STAY and FOC-SPEC are introduced
(see also chapter 1).

Then, focus-related contexts are considered in which the interface constraint plays a
crucial role. It will be shown how the interaction and ranking of the constraints postulated
can account for the appearance of a focused logical subject in postverbal position.

The OT-account proposed here for the subject/object asymmetry in Northern Sotho is
compared to the approach proposed by Sabel & Zeller (to appear) for a similar asymme-
try in Nguni languages (which are the Southern neighbor of the Sotho languages). This
happens for three reasons: First, the account by Sabel & Zeller (to appear) is to my knowl-
edge the only theoretical account for the subject/object asymmetry in Bantu languages.
Second, in their approach information structure is integrated by means of a fixed Focus
Phrase. It will be argued below that the observable patterns in Northern Sotho cannot be
accounted for likewise. Third, Sabel & Zeller (to appear), though integrating information
structural aspects into the syntax via a Focus Phrase, eventually propose a syntactic ap-
proach to the asymmetry in Nguni. The comparison of the two approaches is therefore
meant to show in exactly which points a syntactic and functional approach differ.

The discussion in the following subsections expands on and supercedes Zerbian (un-
der review b).

Agreement

The canonical sentence in Northern Sotho shows agreement between the preverbal sub-
ject and the verb. One can therefore argue that sentences in Northern Sotho need subjects
in SpecIP-position, where agreement is established via Spec-Head-Agremeent. The ten-
dency of sentences to have subjects is captured by the constraint SUBJECT (Grimshaw &
Samek-Lodovici 1998) in (37).

(37) SUBJECT

‘Sentences have overt subjects in SpecIP.’
This constraint is violated whenever a sentence does not have an overt subject.

The constraint is violated by impersonal constructions, both in languages like English and
German which use expletives (Speas 1997, Legendre 2001), as well as in Northern Sotho
where class 17-agreement appears on the verb and the logical subject appears postver-
bally.
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The subject is assumed to be base-generated in VP-internal position in Northern Sotho
(e.g. Demuth & Gruber 1995). The constraint SUBJECT in (37) is therefore in conflict
with a constraint that bans movement. This constraint is given in (38).

(38) STAY

‘Don’t move constituents.’
This constraint is violated once for every trace.

The constraint in (38) is a basic faithfulness constraint that bans movement of constituents
(Grimshaw 1997, *t in Legendre et al. 1995). The more complex a movement is, that is,
the more traces it creates, the more it is violated. If the constraint in (38) is ranked
high, the structure and order of the input are preserved in the output. Assuming that
the subject raises from VP-internal position to SpecIP-position, the occurrence of the
preverbal subject in Northern Sotho shows that the constraint SUBJECThas to be ranked
above the constraint banning movement. This is shown in tableau 12 for the sentence in
(39).

(39) Mo-nna
CL1-man

o
CL1

ngwal-ela
write-APPL

ba-sadi.
CL2-woman

‘The man writes to (the) women.’

Tableau 12: Subject-verb agreement in Northern Sotho
Candidates SUBJECT STAY

a. [IP [I′ go ngwalela monna basadi]] *!
b. ☞ [IP monna [I′ o ngwalelat basadi]] *

Candidate (a) shows class 17-agreement on the verb, which is an indicator for a subject
missing in SpecIP position. It violates the constraint SUBJECT. As SUBJECT is ranked
above STAY , the violation is fatal and candidate (b) emerges as winner. By moving the
subject from VP-internal position to SpecIP, candidate (b) violates STAY . This violation
can be accommodated, as STAY is ranked below SUBJECT.

There is no universal restriction that prevents GEN from creating candidates show-
ing additional functional structure (see also Grimshaw 1997: 376). I therefore follow
Grimshaw (1997) in assuming that the least complex syntactic structure emerges as a
winner, all else being equal (see also Demuth 1995). This can be accounted for by the
constraint in (40).

(40) *STRUCTURE

‘Avoid structure.’
This constraint is violated once for every layer of structure added.

The constraint bans any additional structure and therefore prefers simpler expressions. Its
presence is decisive when comparing candidates that differ only in the wealth of syntactic
structure displayed. For tableau 12, a candidate such as (41) loses because it always shows
one violation more than the winning candidate with respect to the constraint given in (40).

(41) [CP [IP monna [I′ o ngwalelat basadi]]]
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Candidates such as (41), which show additional structure, will not be considered in the
tableaus unless the actual winner is among them. The reason for neglecting them in the
following is that they are harmonically bound by competing candidates like the actual
winner in tableau 12. Harmonically bound means that under no constraint ranking they
can emerge as winner because they always show exactly the same violations as a compet-
ing candidate plus at least one further violation (Prince & Smolensky 1993: 162).

The constraints used in tableau 12 in order to account for subject agreement in North-
ern Sotho reflect the fact that subjects raise to SpecIP for reasons independent of informa-
tion structure in Northern Sotho. The account of agreement does not differ substantially
from the treatment of agreement in other approaches (Demuth & Gruber 1995, Sabel &
Zeller to appear, van der Spuy 1993). In all these accounts, the preverbal subject position
is considered a derived position to which the subject has moved from VP-internal posi-
tion. Analyses differ with respect to the denomination of the phrase of which the subject
occupies the specifier position between SpecIP (van der Spuy 1993), SpecAgrP (Demuth
& Gruber 1995) and SpecTP (Sabel & Zeller). As this difference is not important for the
phenomenon under consideration here, it can be neglected.

It is not surprising that the account of agreement does not differ when comparing the
derivational approaches with the output-oriented OT-approach. As OT is only a metathe-
ory of how grammar works, it relies on substantial syntactic theories, such as G&B-style
theories, with respect to input form and candidates.

In situ focus of non-subjects

Non-subjects are focused in their canonical position in Northern Sotho (see chapter 2). In
other languages, however, focused constituents are preferred to occur in a certain syntactic
position. This is the case forwh-words in languages like English or German, wherewh-
words have to occur in a Specifier position. Because of the universality of constraints in
OT, the constraint favoring movement ofwh-words is also present in Northern Sotho. It
is called OP-SPEC (Operators must be in Specifier position, Grimshaw 1997). As focus
structure behaves parallel towh-structure in Northern Sotho, this constraint will be re-
formulated as in (42) for reasons of illustration.

(42) FOC-SPEC

‘Focused constituents must be in Specifier position.’
This constraint is violated whenever a focused constituent is not in a specifier
position.

The constraint in (42) is in conflict with STAY . Because postverbal constituents do not
move in Northern Sotho if focused, neither in questions nor in other focus-related con-
texts, the constraint STAY must be ranked above the constraint favoring movement of
wh-constituents in other languages. Tableau 13 illustrates the OT-account of in situ focus-
ing for Northern Sotho. The example sentence is given in (43) and shows a double object
construction in which the direct object is questioned.

(43) Mo-nna
CL1-man

o
CL1

fa
give

mang
who

se-hlare?
CL7-medicine

‘Who is the man giving medicine?’
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Tableau 13: In situ focus of non-subjects
STAY FOC-SPEC

a. [CP MangiF [IP monna o fak [V P ti tk sehlare]]]9 *!
b. [IP [IP Monna o fati sehlare] mangi F ] *! *
c. [CP Ke mangi F [IP monna a fa-ngti sehlare]] *!
d. ☞ [IP Monna o fa mangF sehlare] *

A moved constituent to sentence-initial position (candidate a) fulfills the requirement that
a focused constituent (such as awh-operator) be in Specifier-position. However, it violates
the constraint against movement (STAY ), and as the latter is ranked higher in Northern
Sotho, the violation is fatal. Awh-word moved to sentence-final (candidate b) or cleft
position (candidate c) also violates the STAY -constraint crucially and these two candidates
are ruled out as winners.10 Candidate (d), which does not show movement, satisfies the
high-ranked constraint STAY . Though candidate (d) violates the constraint FOC-SPEC,
the violation is not fatal as FOC-SPEC is ranked below STAY .

The alternative account proposed for questions in Nguni by Sabel & Zeller (to appear)
is outlined here. Their account is based on the feature checking machinery as proposed
in the Minimalist Program (Chomsky 1995) and on the analysis ofwh-constructions as
proposed in Sabel (2000 a.o.). According to these approaches,wh-phrases do not check
[+wh]-features but also [+focus]-features. Thatwh-words must also check a [+focus]-
feature is motivated by the observation thatwh-words correspond to the focused con-
stituent in an answer to a question.

The [+wh]-feature that needs to be checked by thewh-word is located in C0, whereas
the [+focus]-feature is located in Foc0, the head of a Focus Phrase. This Focus Phrase is
activated automatically in allwh-questions and is generated above VP/vP and below TP
(for illustration see below, see also Ndayiragije 1999). Features can be strong and weak
which is subject to language-specific variation. Generally, only strong features need to
be checked via a local head-specifier constellation. Sabel & Zeller (to appear) claim that
Zulu has a weak [+wh]-feature. This claim is based on the possibility ofwh-in situ in
embedded sentences and is motivated further in Sabel (1998). Because Zulu also exhibits
wh-ex situ, they claim that Zulu optionally realizes a strong [+focus]-feature. The ex situ
variant will not be discussed in detail. Here, I will concentrate on the realization of the
weak [focus]-feature that accounts for in situ focus with objects.

As mentioned above, a Focus Phrase is activated automatically in allwh-questions.
The resulting syntactic structure according to Sabel & Zeller (to appear) is illustrated in
(44).

9In Northern Sotho the verb moves from its base position for discourse-independent reasons. Its trace
and the resulting violation of STAY are not included in the following tableaus as they are constant across all
candidates. Neither is the movement of the subject to SpecIP position considered in this tableau, as it too is
constant across all candidates.

10Candidate (c) has to be understood as the cleft structure that is syntactically derived from the declarative
structure, as e.g. in the proposal by Sabel & Zeller (to appear). This candidate violates further constraints
that are not given here, such as *STRUCTURE.
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(44) In situ focus in Nguni (Sabel & Zeller, to appear)

a. U-bona
2-see

ini?
what

‘What do you see?’

CP
XXXXX
�����

C0[+wh] weak TP
PPPP
����

u-

T1
PPPP
����

T0

bonai

FocP
XXXXXX
������

Foc1
XXXXX
�����

Foc0 [+focus] weak VP

ini [focus, wh]

In in situ questions, both the [+wh]- and the [+focus]-feature are weak. Since weak fea-
tures do not need to be checked in a specifier-head-relation, both features can be checked
by ‘unselective binding’, i.e. non-local licensing via binding through a [+wh]-head (see
Chomsky 1995: 291). Consequently, the non-subjectwh-phrase remains in situ.

This account ofwh-questions in Nguni is attractive because the semantic interpretation
of focus is ensured by the Focus Phrase. However, the need for interpreting focus in
a corresponding phrase together with the position of this phrase above VP predicts an
immediately postverbal focus position. For Northern Sotho, this prediction is not born
out by the empirical data, as shown in chapter 2. Therefore, the approach cannot be
adopted for Northern Sotho.

The non-local checking relation that Sabel & Zeller (to appear) propose for in situ
focus in Nguni, is mirrored by a morphosyntactic feature in the OT-approach proposed
here.

Subject focus with intransitive verbs: the impersonal construction

The canonical position for subjects in Northern Sotho is preverbally. This generalization
is derived by ranking the constraint SUBJECTover STAY . However, the subject does not
appear in this position when it is focused. In an OT-approach, this is captured by compet-
ing constraints. The constraint that competes with SUBJECT and STAY is the constraint
in (45).

(45) *SUBJECT/F-MARKED

‘The grammatical subject of the sentence must not be F-marked.’
This constraint is violated whenever a grammatical subject is narrowly focused.

The constraint proposed in (45) serves as an abbreviation for the markedness effects that
can be derived by harmonic alignment of two scales, as has been motivated in section
4.3.1 in detail.
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The observation that in Northern Sotho focused subjects do not appear in preverbal
position leads to the conclusion that the constraint in (45) outranks SUBJECTand STAY .11

Tableau 14 illustrates the interplay of the three constraints presented so far by means of a
focus-related context, as in (46).

(46) Intransitive sentence
Go
CL17

bina
dance

mang?
who

‘Who is dancing?’

Tableau 14: Focus in intransitive sentences
*SUBJECT/F-MARKED SUBJECT STAY

a. [IP mangF [I′ bina [V P t ]]] *! *
b. ☞ [I′ go bina [V P mangF ]] *

Although an impersonal construction (candidate b) violates the SUBJECT constraint in
lacking a grammatical subject, it emerges as winner because it satisfies the higher-ranked
interface constraint that prohibits F-marked grammatical subjects. The violation of this
constraint by candidate (a) leads to its exclusion, as the interface constraint is the highest
ranked constraint.12 The same ranking can also account for the fact that, if the verb is
in focus, we find the normal SVO order. The high-ranked interface constraint is vacu-
ously fulfilled. The impersonal construction, however, crucially violates the lower ranked
constraint SUBJECT in this case.

Sabel & Zeller (to appear) show how a focused subject in preverbal position can be
excluded on purely syntactic grounds. Recall that a question word bears a [wh]- and
a [focus]-feature that need to be checked. Furthermore, a Focus Phrase above VP is
automatically generated in allwh-questions. Therefore, SpecFocP intervenes between
the base position of the subject (VP-internal) and the preverbal subject position SpecTP
where agreement with the verb is expressed. On its way from the VP-internal position to
SpecTP, a question word with the grammatical function of subject would need to move to
Spec FocP first in order to check the weak [+focus]-feature, which is associated with the
head of the Focus Phrase. The necessity to check weak features in such a constellation
is termed ‘free rider’ (see Sabel 2000: 440 for discussion). Consequently, the subject
question word moves from SpecVP to Spec FocP and further on to SpecTP. This equals
movement from an A- to an A-bar- and then again to an A-position which is ruled out by
Improper Movementas an illegitimate operation.

Consequently, the subject is left in SpecVP-position and the weak [+focus]-feature is
checked via ‘unselective binding’. An expletive is inserted to check the EPP-feature. The

11The data in section 2.2.3 have shown that also focused modifiers of the subject are prohibited in prever-
bal position. Therefore, this constraint is to be understood as ruling out partiell F-marking of the preverbal
subject as well.

12Northern Sotho allows also cleft structures for intransitive sentences. The use of the in situ or the
cleft structure is optional with no special discourse-pragmatic implications for clefts, contrary to what is
observed for object clefts. The case of optionality will be considered in detail in chapter 5.
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resulting construction in Nguni is the impersonalku-construction, which is parallel to the
impersonalgo-construction in Northern Sotho.

Alternatively, one could argue that the subject moves from internal VP-position to
the Specifier of the Focus Phrase in order to check the [focus]-feature, and consequently
stays there. This view is attractive, because for one, the focused subject is than interpreted
within the Focus Phrase, and for the other, this derivation complies with the view that
positions within a Focus Phrase are ‘freezing’ positions where derivations stop (Aboh,
p.c.). However, overt movement to a focus position can only be justified by a strong
focus feature, that Sabel & Zeller (to appear) have reserved in order to account for cleft
constructions.

Subjects under wide focus

The discussion in the preceding section has treated narrow focus on subjects and objects.
It has been shown that the subject-specific constraint, that is derived from the alignment
of prominence scales, is highly ranked in Northern Sotho as preverbal subjects which
are focused are excluded in this language. This section now turns to wide focus and the
appearance of preverbal subjects.

Wide focus and narrow focus differ in the assignment of the F-feature. Whereas in
wide focus the whole sentence bears the F-feature, under narrow focus only the con-
stituent in question bears the F-feature (Jackendoff 1972). Transferring this to the F-
marking of subjects under wide and narrow focus, one can state that a narrowly focused
subject bears an F-feature whereas a widely focused subject does not. Therefore, although
the subjects in both structures are evaluated against the subject-specific constraint, only
the narrowly focused subject violates it, as it bears an F-marking. The subject appearing
in a wide focus context satisfies the constraint, as it itself does not bear an F-marking. The
actual outcome is therefore determined by the lower ranked syntactic constraints. This is
shown in tableau 15 for the example in (47).

(47) [Go direga eng? - ‘What is happening?’]
Lesea le robetše.
‘A baby is sleeping.’

Tableau 15: Subjects under wide focus

wide focus *S
U

B
J/

F
-M

A
R

K
E

D

S
U

B
J

E
C

T

S
T

A
Y

a. ☞ [IP lesea [I′ le robeťse [V P t ]]] F *
b. [CP ke leseai CF [IP t [I0 le robeťse-ng [V P t]]]] *!
c. [[I′go robeťse [V P lesea]]F *!



4.4. CONCLUSION 205

In tableau 15, all possible output structures observed so far for narrow focus are repre-
sented: Candidate (a) shows the preverbal occurrence of the subject, candidate (b) shows
the cleft structure, and candidate (c) shows an impersonalgo-construction. As in neither
candidate the subject is F-marked, none of these structures violates the interface constraint
*SUBJECT/F-MARKED. However, both candidate (b) and (c) violate the constraint SUB-
JECT which is ranked above the constraint banning movement. As there is a competing
candidate that satisfies this constraint (candidate a), the violation is fatal.

The tableau shows that because a subject under wide focus does not bear F-marking,
it satisfies the high ranked interface constraint, and syntactic faithfulness and markedness
constraints decide on the winner, favoring the unmarked SVO word order that shows a
semantic structure equivalent to the input.

In the syntactic account by Sabel & Zeller (to appear) wide focus is not addressed.
Although they restrict their analysis towh-questions, they acknowledge the distributional
similarities of focus phrases andwh-words and use exactly this similarity to motivate the
[+focus]-feature awh-word bears. It is not expected, however, that the appearance of a
subject in preverbal position under wide focus poses any problem for a syntactic account.
Nevertheless, one question that remains unclear and that hinders to make exact predictions
or even provide an analysis is, if there is a [+focus]-feature under wide focus that needs to
be checked and if so, on which constituent it is realized and how it can be checked. (Note
that a [+focus]-feature on the whole sentence cannot be checked via unselective binding
as the subject which is part of the wide focus is not bound by the head (Foc0) where
the [+focus]-feature is interpreted.) It turns out that the [+focus]-feature which is crucial
in Sabel & Zeller’s analysis raises further issues. This is especially so as the [+focus]-
feature of the feature checking machinery of the Minimalist Program is not comparable
to the semantic F-feature introduced by Jackendoff (1972), which is used in the tableaus
above.

4.3.3 Summary

The preceding sections presented an OT-analysis for focus in Northern Sotho. The con-
straint *SUBJECT/F-MARKED has been proposed to account for the ungrammaticality of
a focused subject in canonical preverbal position. This is a constraint referring to the
syntax-information structure interface. The subject is defined syntactically as the con-
stituent being in SpecIP-position, and the constraint relates this syntactic position to a
specific information structural status.

The data give evidence for the following constraint ranking in Northern Sotho:

(48) *SUBJ/F-MARKED �SUBJ�STAY �*STRUCTURE, FOC-SPEC

4.4 Conclusion

The chapter started by presenting claims about the discourse function of topics in Bantu
which are prevalent in the literature. It then presented data that show that under wide
focus a subject does appear in preverbal position. These data speak against an aboutness
topic interpretation of the subject in Northern Sotho. If the subject is to be accommodated
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as an aboutness topic under wide focus, the notion of topic is stretched so far as to lose its
linguistic relevance. The valid generalization that can be drawn from the data is that the
preverbal subject in Northern Sotho must not be F-marked.

The chapter then presented a formal approach to capture the described data, to account
for the asymmetry of focus in subjects and non-subjects, and also to incorporate the ob-
servable tendency of subjects to be topics. The framework chosen is OT which has been
presented in chapter 1 in detail. A new constraint has been proposed in order to account
for the Northern Sotho data: *SUBJECT/F-MARKED. Though the constraint may look
like a mere formulation of the observation at first sight, it is grounded in cross-linguistic
tendencies and is formulated according to valid constraint schemata. It can be derived by
harmonic alignment of the grammatical function scale and the focus scale. Contrary to
Aissen (1999), two discourse-prominence scales are argued for in this thesis, one scale
referring to topic, another referring to focus.

In the conclusion of chapter 3 the question has been risen if the grammar of North-
ern Sotho needs a morphosyntactic F-feature considering its lack of grammatical marking
of focus in the postverbal domain. The processes auch as pronominalization, deletion
and dislocation only refer to given elements instead. This chapter argues that also in the
preverbal domain, the F-feature does not trigger a certain syntactic construction neither.
This is in line with the overall claim of the thesis that there is no systematic grammatical
focus marking in Northern Sotho. Consequently, one could assume that the F-feature is
dispensable in the grammar of Northern Sotho. The case of subject focus, however, pro-
vides crucial evidence for the existence of an F-feature in the grammar of Northern Sotho.
The F-feature on a narrowly focused subject violates a universal constraint that bans fo-
cused subjects from preverbal position. This constraint is high-ranked in Northern Sotho.
The emerging impersonal construction can be seen as a grammatical reflex of information
structure, though not as grammatical focus marking according to the differentiation made
in section 1.3.

4.4.1 Discussion

As constraints are claims about Universal Grammar (UG) with typological consequences,
an OT-analysis is not complete without investigating the typological predictions made by
the constraints proposed. A re-ranking of the constraint *SUBJECT/F-MARKED can have
the effect of rendering it inactive. If *SUBJECT/F-MARKED is ranked below SUBJECT,
it will always be more optimal in a grammar to have the subject in subject position even
if it is focused. Consequently, we find focused subjects in preverbal position. This is
the case in English and German, and one can therefore argue for an opposite ranking
of *SUBJECT/F-MARKED and SUBJECT in these languages. A ranking similar to En-
glish must be proposed for the Bantu languages Nsenga, Swahili, and Chichewa where an
agreed-with subject can be focused in preverbal position (Downing et al. 2004, Marten,
p.c.).

However, although in the languages of the world *SUBJECT/F-MARKED might be
ranked differently with respect to other constraints in CON, the relative ranking of the
constraints *SUBJECT/F-MARKED and *SUBJECT/NON-F-MARKED is always the same
in all languages, due to the constraint schema used. Harmonic alignment leads to a fixed
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ordering of the emerging constraints. Whereas languages differ in the importance they
give to the constraints in their grammar, it is predicted that no language shows an opposite
ranking. The harmonic alignment of the prominence scales predicts that in no language
*SUBJECT/NON F-MARKED will be ranked above *SUBJECT/F-MARKED, which would
result in only F-marked subjects to appear in preverbal position. Thereby, the cross-
linguistic tendency is captured that languages tend to have subjects as topics. Whereas
this tendency is not true for all languages, there is no language for which the opposite is
true, namely that objects are topics.

Another factorial sub-typology emerges when considering the ranking of the con-
straints FOC-SPEC and STAY . In a language where FOC-SPEC is ranked above STAY , a
focused constituent is always moved to Specifier position. This has been claimed to be
the case for the preverbal focus position in Hungarian (e.g. Brody 1990). In a language
where STAY outranks FOC-SPEC, a focused constituent remains in situ, as is the case in
Northern Sotho.

The current chapter has shown how Optimality Theory accounts for phenomena that
have been captured by parameterization in other approaches. First, it has been suggested
by Sabel & Zeller, to appear) that the confinement to a certain discourse notion is a pa-
rameterized property of SpecIP. The OT-approach captures this parameterization by the
relative ranking of the constraints *SUBJECT/F-MARKED and SUBJECT. Second, focus
movement has been claimed by e.g. Sabel (1998, 2000) to be related to parameter set-
ting, expressed by either a strong or a weak [wh]-feature. A weak [wh]-feature results in
in situ focus, whereas a strong [wh]-feature results in focus movement. The OT-account
captures the parameterization of feature strength by the relative ranking of the constraints
FOC-SPECand STAY .

4.4.2 Area of further research

Analyses within OT, however, go beyond the mere formalization of parametrization.
Parametrization remains always stipulative in accounting for the observable facts only.
Accounts within Optimality Theory are designed not to be stipulative due to the nature
of their constraints. Constraints within OT are not mere formulations of observations, but
are restricted by cross-linguistic tendencies, laws of communication and general schemata
for constraint formulation. They are supposed to be universals.

Nevertheless, critique has been raised that, despite guidelines for the formulation of
constraints, the opposite constraints can be as easily formulated and used in analyses. This
is especially true for constraints derived by harmonic alignment. Zeevat & Jäger (2002)
e.g. criticize that the ordering of elements on the prominence scales is too explicit as it
is as easy to formulate the inverse form/meaning associations, yielding the exact opposite
languages. One response to this criticism is that at least empirically, the predicted patterns
of inverse form/meaning associations are unattested. They argue in favor of statistical
asymmetries and bidirectional learning (Zeevat & Jäger 2002, J̈ager 2004, Mattausch
2004). It remains an issue for further research to ground the constraint *SUBJECT/F-
MARKED, that was proposed here to account for the ban of narrowly focused logical
subjects from preverbal position, in these computational aspects.
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Chapter 5

The use of clefts in Northern Sotho

The preceding chapter investigated the information structural properties of the preverbal
subject in Northern Sotho. It emerged from the data that the preverbal subject must not be
F-marked in this language. This observation has been formalized as a violable constraint
which is derived through harmonic alignment of the focus scale and the grammatical
relation scale. The constraint is ranked high in the grammar of Northern Sotho and can
account for the fact that the logical subject cannot be questioned in its canonical preverbal
position. In intransitive sentences, the focused logical subject therefore appears in situ,
i.e. in postverbal position where it is argued to be base-generated.

The question that remained open is why a cleft sentence is obligatory when the logical
subject of transitive verbs is focused. Cleft sentences have not been dealt with so far in
this thesis. Therefore this chapter investigates the use of cleft sentences for the expression
of focus. It starts by investigating the meaning of cleft sentences in Northern Sotho,
and shows that whereas clefting is an unmarked focusing strategy for logical subjects,
it is marked when used for objects (for which reason it has not been discussed before).
This claim is supported by frequency tendencies that were collected via a corpus study.
The additional semantic specification of clefts can be described by making reference to a
preconstructed domain.

Then, assumptions about the status of cleft sentences are discussed. It will be out-
laid that cleft sentences in Northern Sotho are not derived from declarative sentences via
movement but constitute a grammatical form of its own rights in Northern Sotho.

The relation that establishes itself with objects between in situ focus and unmarked
focus interpretation on the one hand, and cleft structure and specified focus interpretation
on the other hand can be captured within bidirectional OT, as it constitutes a case of
“unmarked forms for unmarked meaning and marked forms for marked meanings”. The
account within bidirectional OT will be spelt out in this chapter.

The question then poses itself why normal subject focus in transitive verbs (and op-
tionally also in intransitive verbs) makes use of such a syntactically and semantically
marked form. It will be argued that the impersonal construction is excluded for transitive
verbs by a higher ranked syntactic principle that bans transitive expletive constructions
and which is active in many other languages of the world.

Before concluding, the chapter turns to issues of further research, which includes
ambiguity within bidirectional OT and the elicited optionality between cleft structure and
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in situ structure for focused logical subjects of intransitive verbs. Though no final analysis
can be presented, issues pertaining to optionality within OT in general and in the case of
intransitive subjects specifically will be discussed.

5.1 Cleft sentences in Northern Sotho

Chapter 2 illustrated the syntactic asymmetry of subjects and non-subjects in Northern
Sotho that manifests itself in focus-related contexts like e.g. in questions. Whereas fo-
cused non-subject constituents remain in their canonical situ position, focused logical
subjects appear in a cleft construction. Cleft constructions are also possible with objects
and with a restricted class of adverbials (temporal and local adverbs only). They resemble
subject clefts in their syntactic structure. This is illustrated in (1).

Example (1-a) shows a subject cleft. Object clefts, as in (1-b, c) for [+/- human]-
objects respectively, are constructed parallel to subject clefts. The copulaké is followed
by the head noun which is the object of the following relative clause. An obligatory
relative pronoun follows, that agrees with the head noun in noun class features. In the
relative clause, SVO word order is retained, and the verb shows an object marker in its
verbal template that is coreferent with the head noun. With temporal and local adverbs as
in (1-d,e), the relative pronoun is invariably the locative particlemo(class 18) which also
is the local adverb. There is no morpheme in the verbal template that relates back to the
head noun.

(1) Cleft structures in Northern Sotho

a. Ké
COP

mang
who

a
CL1

tlhokomela-ng
look.after-REL

mo-kgalabje.
CL1-old.man

‘Who is looking after the old man?’
b. Ké

COP

mang
who

o
CL1

ngaka
CL9.doctor

a
CL1

mo
CL1

nyaka-ng?
look.for-REL

Lit. ‘It is who that the doctor is looking for?’
c. Ké

COP

eng
what

se
DEM.CL7

mo-̌semane
CL1.boy

a
CL1

se
CL7

jwala-ng?
plant-REL

Lit. ‘It is what that the boy is planting?’
d. Ké

COP

neng
when

mo
CL18

mo-kgalabje
CL1-old.man

a
CL1

nyaka-ng
look.for-REL

ngaka?
CL9.doctor

Lit. ‘It is when that the old man is looking for the doctor?’
e. Ké

COP

kae
where

mo
CL18

mo-kgalabje
CL1-old.man

a
CL1

nyaka-ng
look.for-REL

ngaka?
CL9.doctor

Lit. ‘It is where that the old man is looking for the doctor?’

Though the syntactic structure of subject and non-subject clefts is comparable, the seman-
tics of a non-subject cleft differ from that of a subject cleft in Northern Sotho. For other
Bantu languages, however, it has been either explicitly claimed that no such semantic dis-
tinction exists (see Schwarz 2003 for Kikuyu) or it has been implicitly suggested that a
semantic difference is not relevant (Sabel & Zeller, to appear, for Nguni).

Whereas cleft sentences are the standard way of questioning and focusing the logical
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subject in Northern Sotho, non-subject clefts have a more specific meaning. The mean-
ing of cleft sentences will be dealt with in this section, first in general in section 5.1.1,
then for subject clefts in Northern Sotho in section 5.1.2, finally for non-subject clefts in
section 5.1.3. The aim is to show that cleft sentences for non-subjects cannot be used
interchangeably with corresponding in situ structures, but are conditioned by specific dis-
course contexts. The required context for non-subject cleft constructions goes beyond
focus of a constituent as defined in section 1.2.3. The claims made are supported by
quantitative evidence which is presented in section 5.1.4. Consequently, the in situ option
refers to a focus-feature that induces a normal set of alternatives whereas the cleft bears a
marked focus-feature that restricts the set of possible alternatives.

5.1.1 The meaning of cleft sentences

The apparent co-existence of two syntactic structures for focus (in situ and cleft construc-
tion) in Northern Sotho is reminiscent of the distinction most vehemently argued for by
É. Kiss (1998) to distinguish between two kinds of focus: identificational focus and infor-
mation focus. The definition of these terms is motivated by syntactic as well as prosodic
and semantic aspects. Semantically, identificational focus (also called contrastive focus)
represents

“a subset of the set of contextually or situationally given elements for which
the predicate phrase can potentially hold; it is identified as the exhaustive
subset of this set for which the predicate phrase actually holds” (É. Kiss 1998:
245)

Syntactically, identificational focus is associated with movement into a scope position in
the specifier of a functional phrase, normally associated with the sentence-initial position
in SVO languages. Information focus (also called presentational focus), on the other hand,
is not associated with movement but with pitch accents, and conveys new, nonpresupposed
information without expressing exhaustive identification. Semantically, the exhaustivity
aspect is the distinguishing characteristic between these two kinds of focus.

É. Kiss (1998: 247) gives an example from Hungarian to illustrate the claim for the
differentiation of these two types of focus which are associated with divergent semantic
and syntactic features. In Hungarian, the two types of focus are associated with distinct
positions, as shown in (2).

(2) Hungarian (́E. Kiss 1998: 247)

a. Tegnap
last

este
night

Marinak
Mary.DAT

mutattam
introduced.1

be
PERF

Pétert.
Peter.ACC

‘It was to Mary that I introduced Peter last night.’
b. Tegnap

last
este
night

be
PERF

mutattam
introduced.1

Pétert
Peter.ACC

Marinak.
Mary.DAT

‘Last night I introduced Peter to Mary.’

É. Kiss (1998) describes that the immediately preverbal focus in (2-a) expresses exhaus-
tive interpretation; it means that of a set of individuals present in the domain of discourse,
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it was to Mary and no one else that the speaker introduced Peter the previous night. The
postverbal focus in (2-b) exemplifies information focus as it merely presents ‘Mary’ as
nonpresupposed information without suggesting that Mary was the only one of a set of
relevant persons that the speaker introduced Peter to the previous night. Syntactically, in
(2-a) ‘Mary’ is moved from its postverbal base position into the immediately preverbal
position. Prosodically, the information focus in (2-b),Marinak, bears a pitch accent.

Further languages that show a similar distinction in formally different foci are Greek,
Finnish, and Catalan (for references seeÉ. Kiss 1998).

Furthermore,́E. Kiss (1998) shows on the basis of eight languages that there is language-
specific variation in the actual feature content of identificational focus. The identifica-
tional foci of different languages are specified for the positive value of either or both
of the features [+/- exhaustive] and [+/- contrastive]. Exhaustiveness has been defined
above.É. Kiss (1998: 267) regards an identificational focus [+contrastive] if it operates
on a closed set of entities whose members are known to the participants in the discourse.
The identification of a subset of the given set therefore also identifies the contrasting com-
plementary subset. For the Hungarian example in (2), it has been claimed that the focus
in immediately preverbal position expresses exhaustiveness. With respect to contrastive-
ness, identificational focus in Hungarian is unspecified. It can be either [+contrastive] or
[-contrastive].

The following two subsections will investigate for subjects and non-subjects sepa-
rately if the syntactic distinction between in situ and cleft focus in Northern Sotho cor-
relates to a semantic distinction along the lines proposed byÉ. Kiss (1998), therefore
investigating exhaustiveness and contrastiveness in Northern Sotho.

5.1.2 Subject clefts in Northern Sotho

Focused logical subjects must not appear in preverbal position in Northern Sotho. They
appear either postverbally, as in (3-a), or in a cleft construction, as in (3-b).

(3) Subject questions in Northern Sotho

a. Go
CL17

fihla
arrive

mang?
who

b. Ké
COP

mang
who

(yo)
DEM.CL1

a
CL1

fihla-ng?
arrive-REL

‘Who is arriving?’

Under the assumption that the subject is base-generated in VP-internal position, the in-
version structure in (3-a) is the construction in which the logical subject appears in situ.

The question arises if the distribution of cleft versus in situ construction with focused
subjects in Northern Sotho is governed by semantic factors as claimed byÉ. Kiss (1998).
This means, is the use of a cleft determined by exhaustiveness or contrastiveness of the
focused constituent?

Native speakers intuitions assign the two constructions illustrated in (3) no difference
in usage. Intuitions might not be sufficient as reliable evidence. However, they are re-
markable in the light that native speakers uniformly assign different usages to clefts for
non-subjects (see next section).
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Evidence for the semantic identity of the in situ and cleft construction for subjects in
Northern Sotho comes from the lack of optionality of these two constructions for transitive
and ditransitive verbs. Transitive and ditransitive verbs do not show subject inversion
constructions (Demuth & Mmusi 1997 for Tswana, Machobane 1995 for Southern Sotho).
Transitive and ditransitive verbs only show cleft constructions, as in (3-b). Any semantic
differentiation that might exist for intransitive verbs collapses for transitive verbs.

Therefore, one can assume that synchronically, there is no semantic differentiation
between clefts and in situ for subjects in Northern Sotho, and that cleft structures serve as
the unmarked way for questioning logical subjects.

5.1.3 Non-subject clefts in Northern Sotho

Non-subjects can also be focused in situ, as in (4-a), and by means of a cleft structure, as
in (4-b).

(4) Object questions in Northern Sotho

a. Mo-kgalabje
CL1-old.man

o
CL1

nyaka
look.for

mang?
who

‘Who is the old man looking for?’
b. Ké

COP

mang
who

yo
DEM.CL1

mo-kgalabje
CL1-old.man

a
CL1

mo
CL1

nyaka-ng?
look.for-REL

Lit. ‘It is who that the old man is looking for?’

Again, the question arises if the distribution of cleft versus in situ focusing strategy is
guided by semantic factors, such that the use of the cleft sentence expresses exhaustive-
ness or contrastiveness of the constituent in its scope, as proposed byÉ. Kiss (1998).
Interestingly, native speakers assign the object in situ structure and object cleft structure
different meanings.

Testing semantic factors that could be decisive for the use of cleft sentences turns out
to be a difficult task without any own native speaker intuitions to rely on. Tests byÉ. Kiss
(1998) and Hartmann & Zimmermann (to appear b) have been applied to find out whether
exhaustiveness is a factor influencing the choice between cleft and in situ structure. One
context for exhaustivity exists if the domain of focusation is extended by analso-phrase
(É. Kiss 1998, Matthewson 2004), thereby explicitely indicating that the subset contains
more than the clefted constituent.

(5) Exhaustivity effects withalso

a. Ké
COP

mang
who

yo
DEM.CL1

le
2PL

mmon-e-go?
CL1.see-PST-REL

Lit. ‘It was who that you saw?’
b. ?Ké

COP

mo-kgalabje
CL1-old.man

wo
DEM.CL1

re
1PL

mmon-e-go.
CL1.see-PST-REL

Re
1PL

bon-e
see-PST

le
also

mo-sadi.
CL1-woman
Lit. ‘It is the old man that we saw. And we also saw the woman.’
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If exhaustiveness were the decisive factor for the use of cleft structures with non-subjects,
the answer in (5-b) should be judged ungrammatical or inapproriate in this discourse-
context. However, language consultants’ judgments on the appropriateness of examples
such as (5-b) were inconsistent. This could be due to the fact that the extension of the
focused subset is only indicated following the cleft, suggesting a corrective answer. In a
correction context, a clash between the potentially implicit exhaustiveness of the cleft and
a pronounced extension of the subset is not surprising.

In order to avoid the correction interpretation, a context was used in which the subset
is explicitly introduced as containing more than the focused entity. If the cleft structure
for non-subjects were related to exhaustivity, it is predicted to be illicit in such a context.
An example is given in (6), following Hartmann & Zimmermann (to appear b).

(6) Exhaustivity effects
[Context: I know that Mister Matloga sells many things at the market.]

a. ?Boka,
example

ké
COP

di-namune
CL10-orange

tše
DEM.CL10

Mna
CL1.mister

Matloga
PROP.NAME

a
CL1

di
CL10

rekiš-itše-go
sell-PST-REL

ma-rake-ng.
CL6-market-LOC

Lit. ‘For example, it is oranges that Mr Matloga sells at the market.’ (cleft)
b. Boka,

example
Mna
CL1.mister

Matloga
PROP.NAME

o
CL1

rekiš-itše
sell-PST

le
also

di-namune
CL10-orange

ma-rake-ng.
CL6-market-LOC

‘For example, Mister Matloga also sells oranges at the market.’ (in situ)

Again, no strong inappropriate-judgment could be obtained from language consultants
(who are non-linguists), although there was a preference for the in situ variant in (6-b).

Hartmann & Zimmermann (to appear b) discuss a further context for exhaustivity.
When assuming (strong) exhaustiveness to be the relevant semantic factor for the use of
clefts, inferences can be based on that. This logic is exploited in the example in (7).

(7) Exhausitvity effects
[Context: A student (K) who is anxious to have failed the tests in both chemistry
and physics approaches the teacher (M) and asks: ‘Can you tell me whether I
have passed the tests or not?’ (Naa ke phasetše phǐso ya chemistry le physics?)
However, teachers are by law forbidden to tell students directly about all their
performances. On the other hand, there is no law that forbids them to talk about
partial results of their overall performance. So, the teacher could answer either (a)
or (b). Can the student deduce from this that he has passed both exams?

a. In situ
N-ka
1-POT

se
Neg

go
2

bots-e,
tell-NEG

gomme
but

ga
NEG

o
CL1

a
NEG

hlaela
fail

physics.
physics

b. Cleft structure
N-ka
1-POT

se
Neg

go
2

bots-e,
tell-NEG

gomme
but

ké
COP

physics
physics

ye
DEM.CL9

ga
NEG

o
2

a
NEG

e
CL9
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hlaela-go.
fail-REL

‘I cannot tell you, but you didn’t fail in physics.’

If the use of the cleft were related to exhaustiveness, the student should deduce from the
answer in (7-b) that he passed in chemistry and failed in physics. From answer (7-a) he
could not deduce anything because the exhaustive as well as non-exhaustive reading of the
sentence is possible. No clear judgments could be obtained from language consultants,
though it was reported that it is rather the second sentence that entails that the student did
not pass both exams.

Hartmann & Zimmermann (to appear b) point out the possibility of accommodation
by conversational implicature (for the Gricean maxims of conversational implicature see
section 2.4.1) in all these contexts and tests. It turns out to be a methodological problem
how to exclude that language consultants accommodate for a context in which the use
of a cleft becomes possible. However, it could not be convincingly established that ex-
haustiveness is the only relevant factor for the use of cleft sentences for non-subjects in
Northern Sotho.

Native speakers intuitions are quite clear that there is a difference between the in
situ and cleft strategy for non-subjects. They refer to the in situ strategy as the normal,
unmarked strategy. If exhaustiveness cannot shown to be the decisive factor determining
the use of cleft versus in situ, what else could it be?

One possible differentiating factor could be presupposition of existence required for
one structure but not the other. Presupposition refers to the implicit meaning of an ut-
terance. Presupposition of existence refers to the observation that reference to an entity
implies the existence of the entity. The sentence ‘The king of France visited the exhibition’
implies (=presupposes) that France has a king (cf. Strawson 1964). For Northern Sotho,
an example from natural speech, in (8-a), and from elicitation, in (8-b), illustrate that the
in situ variant of non-subject questions does not imply a presupposition of existence, as
the question can be answered in the negative.

(8) Presupposition of existence

a. (i) [Mo-šemane
CL1-boy

o
CL1

dira
do

eng?
what

‘What is the boy doing?’]
(ii) Mo-šemane

CL1-boy
ga
NEG

a
CL1

dir-e
do-NEG

se-lo.
CL7-thing

‘The boy doesn’t do anything.’ (QUIS)
b. [Context: In front of a grocery store. Person A leaves the shop without shop-

ping bags.]
(i) B:

B
O
2

rek-ile
buy-PST

eng?
what

‘What did you buy?’ (in situ)
(ii) B:

B
?Ké
COP

eng
what

yeo
DEM.CL9

o
2

e
CL9

rek-ile-ng?
buy-PST-REL

Lit. ‘It is what that you bought?’ (cleft)
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(iii) A:
A

Ga
NEG

ke
1

a
NEG

reka
buy

se-lo.
CL7-thing

‘I didn’t buy anything.’

Data from natural speech, as in (8-a) do not provide negative evidence, i.e. it remains un-
clear if the question can be posed by means of a cleft. In elicitation, language consultants
preferred the in situ variant (i) over the cleft constructions (ii) for contexts as in (8-b),
leaving it open if a cleft structure requires the presupposition of existence.

The following two dialogues in (9) and (10) suggest that presupposition might be the
distinguishing aspect between in situ and cleft structure for non-subjects. Both dialogues
are started by the in situ question and are then continued by the cleft question asking
for more specific information regarding working place and time of arrival, given in bold.
Starting the inquiry for information with the cleft structure is inappropriate according to
native speakers’ judgments.

(9) a. A: O šoma kae? - ‘Where are you working?’ (in situ)
b. B: Ke šoma UNISA. - ‘I am working at UNISA.’1

c. A: Le nna kešoma UNISA. - ‘Me too, I am working at UNISA.’
d. B: Ke kae mo ošomang?- ‘Where exactly are you working?’ (cleft)
e. A: Ke šoma UNISA Tuck shop. - ‘I am working at UNISA Tuck shop.’
f. B Nna kešoma sekgophapuku.- ‘Me, I am working at the library.’

(10) a. A: O boa neng Afrika Borwa? -‘When are you coming to South Africa?’
(in situ)

b. B: Ke boa ngwaga o o tlang. -‘I will be coming next year.’
c. A: Ke neng mo a boang?-‘When exactly are you coming?’ (cleft)
d. B: Ke boa 15th March. -‘I will be coming 15th March.’

The examples can be interpreted in that there is a pragmatic tendency for the cleft sentence
to imply the presupposition of existence and for the in situ variant to have no semantic
requirements.

According to Heim’s (1991: 515) principle of maximization of presupposition, which
basically requires the speaker to presuppose as much as possible in his/her contribution to
the conversation, the cleft structure should be used whenever indication for the existence
of the questioned entity is given. However, the examples in (11) show contexts in which
the existence presupposition is met by providing either visual, as in (11), or olfactory
evidence, as in (12). Native speakers nevertheless prefer the in situ variants in (11-a) and
(12-a).

(11) Visual evidence for existence
[Context: In front of a grocery store. Person A exits the shop with obviously
filled shopping bags.]

a. Question
(i) O

2
rek-ile
buy-PST

eng?
what

‘What did you buy?’ (in situ)

1= University of South Africa, Pretoria
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(ii) ?Ke
COP

eng
what

yeo
DEM.CL9

o
2

e
CL9

rek-ile-ng?
buy-PST-REL

Lit. ‘It is what that you bought?’ (cleft)
b. Answer

Ke
1

rek-ile
buy-PST

bo-gobe
CL14-porridge

le
and

nama.
CL9.meat

‘I bought porridge and meat.’

(12) Olfactory evidence for existence
[Context: You come home at dinner time and you notice a wonderful but un-
known smell of food coming from the kitchen. Your wife is sitting in front of the
TV.]

a. O
2

ape-ile
cook-PST

eng
what

lehono?
today

‘What did you cook today?’ (in situ)
b. ?Ké

COP

eng
what

se
DEM.CL7

o
2

se
CL7

ape-ile-ng
cook-PST-REL

lehono?
today

Lit. ‘It is what that you cooked today?’ (cleft)

From the examples in (11) and (12) it can be concluded that the use of the cleft sentence
implies more than just presupposition of existence, although presupposition of existence
is one necessary factor, as seen in (8-b) and (9).

Does that mean that Heim’s (1991) generalization is invalid in Northern Sotho or is
there something more to the cleft than mere presupposition of existence? The concept of
contrast as defined býE. Kiss (1998) becomes relevant, especially because contrastiveness
implies presupposition of existence. Contrast can be evoked by correction contexts. In
correction contexts, the inappropriately used constituent is contrasted with the correct
constituent. However, as has been shown in section 2.2.1, non-subjects can be contrasted
in situ. This is illustrated again in (13) by focused negation for both objects and temporal
adverbials, and in (14) by correcting answers to yes/no questions.

(13) Contrast by focused negation

a. Mo-šemane
CL1-boy

ga
NEG

se
NEG

a
CL1

rekiš-e
sell-NEG

[bo-rotho]F ,
CL14-bread

o
CL1

rekiš-itše
sell-PST

[bupi]F .
CL9.porridge
‘The boy didn’t sellBREAD, he soldPORRIDGE.’

b. Ga
NEG

ke
1

šom-e
work-NEG

[mo-segare]F ,
CL3-midday

ke
1

šoma
work

[bo-šego]F .
CL14-evening

‘I do not work DURING THE DAY, I work IN THE EVENING.’

(14) Contrast by correction

a. (i) Naa
QP

o
2

thǔs-eťse
help-PST

mo-sadi
CL1-woman

na?
QP

‘Did you help the woman?’
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(ii) Aowa,
no

ke
1

thǔs-eťse
help-PST

[mo-kgalabje]F .
CL1-old.man

‘No, I helped theOLD MAN .’
b. (i) Naa

QP
o
2

dula
live

toropo-ng
CL9.town-LOC

na?
QP

‘Are you living in town?’
(ii) Aowa,

no
ke
1

dula
live

[polase-ng]F .
CL9.farm-LOC

‘No, I am living on A FARM.’

However, contrastiveness as defined byÉ. Kiss (1998: 267) goes beyond contrast in cor-
rection contexts.́E. Kiss defines identificational focus as [+contrastive] if it operates on
a closed set of entities whose members are known to the participants of the discourse.
Therefore, the identification of a subset of the given set also identifies the contrasting
complementary subset.

That the familiarity of the hearer with the competing item is one important clue in the
choice of the cleft sentence in Northern Sotho comes from the examples in (15).

(15) Cleft sentences in Northern Sotho (contexts provided by language consultants)
[Context: It is the beginning of the month. Two friends A and B talk about the
things they want to purchase within the coming weeks. Among the things are
clothes, a cell phone, a calculator. At the end of the month, A asks B which of
the things s/he could actually afford.]

a. Ké
COP

eng
what

yeo
DEM.CL9

o
2

e
CL9

rek-ile-ng?
buy-PST-REL

Lit. ‘It is what that you bought?’

(16) [Context: Two friends A and B go window shopping together and admire dif-
ferent clothes. The next day A says that s/he went back to the mall after they
separated. B will ask:]

a. Ké
COP

di-aparo
CL8-cloth

di-fe
CL8-which

tše
DEM.CL8

o
2

di
CL8

rek-ile-ng?
buy-PST-REL

Lit. ‘It is which clothes that you bought?’

In both examples, it is inquired which of the things that were talked about or looked at
before were actually bought. These examples therefore provide evidence that the cleft
sentence for non-subjects in Northern Sotho is used in connection with a closed set of
entities whose members are known to both speaker and hearer. Therefore, Northern Sotho
clefts can be considered [+contrastive] in the sense ofÉ. Kiss (1998).

In order to avoid confusion with contrast as in correction contexts, I will follow the
terminology proposed in Bisang & Sonayia (2000) for Yoruba and refer to that aspect as
‘preconstructed domain’ in the following. According to Bisang & Sonayia (2000: 170)

“the preconstructed domain is an explicitly or implicitly presupposed set of
entites [...] from which the speaker selects the ones that are relevant for
his/her utterance.”
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In terms of alternative semantics, in contrastive focus the set of alternatives must be con-
textually restricted. Thereby, the definition covers all the aspects that have been men-
tioned in this section: it captures presupposition of existence and the familiarity aspect,
and can also accommodate potential exhaustivity effects. In sum, according to the def-
inition given in chapter 1, focus is expressed in situ when the set of alternatives is not
known to the speaker. The cleft structure is used when the set of alternatives is predefined
and restricted. Moreover, the use of cleft sentences for non-subjects in Northern Sotho
supports the cross-linguistic tendency that more complex meaning is provided using more
complex syntactic structures.

5.1.4 A corpus study

In order to give quantitative evidence for the claims made in the preceding section, a
corpus search was carried out. The following claims were addressed: In section 5.1.2 it
was argued that in Northern Sotho, the cleft construction is the unmarked focus strategy
for logical subjects both of transitive and intransitive verbs. For intransitive verbs also
the impersonal construction can be used where the subject appears postverbally. For non-
subjects, however, the use of the cleft sentence bears a special discourse meaning and is
therefore found only in designated contexts, as discussed in section 5.1.3 in detail. The
prediction is then, that these claims are reflected in the distribution of syntactic question
strategies.

(17) Anticipated frequency effects

•For focused logical subjects of intransitive verbs, the impersonal construc-
tion should occur as often as the cleft construction if they do not differ in
meaning. If the use of in situ versus ex situ structure with subjects of intran-
sitive verbs is determined by other factors, the distribution will be biased.

•For non-subjects, it is expected that in situ questions occur significantly
more often than ex situ questions.

The remainder of this section lays out the methods used to obtain information regarding
the hypotheses in (17). The corpus study was done using the Northern Sotho corpus of
the University of Pretoria, Department of African Languages.2 The corpus consists of
texts written in Northern Sotho and contains bible texts (old and new testament), novels,
plays, poetry, articles from a magazine (there is no newspaper in Northern Sotho), official
internet pages, and academic writing. In total, the corpus comprises approximately 6.2
million words. It is therefore only a small corpus and there are some serious caveats to it,
among them: First, the corpus is quite heterogeneous (e.g. the bible texts are in old trans-
lation therefore in a formal register and archaic). Second, because texts are scanned in,
the quality of the transcripts is partly of poor quality. Nevertheless, it was chosen to work
with this corpus for the following reasons: The corpus is specific to the language under in-
vestigation and therefore provides quantitative evidence for language-specific structures.
Moreover, it broadens the general data base from which to work.

2Access only on-site via University of Pretoria, Department of African Languages, Prof. Daan Prinsloo
or Dr. Elsab́e Taljard.
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The corpus was searched forwh-pronouns because of practical and methodological
reasons.Wh-pronouns are claimed to have a distribution parallel to focused constituents.
Moreover, because the corpus is not annotated syntactically, a search request forwh-
pronouns is the only feasible search strategy.

Northern Sotho has three question words for arguments:mangfor [+human],bomang
for [+human, Pl.], andeng for [-human]. The research request was done formang, bo-
mangandengon June 30, 2005 using the software WordSmith Tools. It rendered 13.526
sentences whose distribution is shown in table 11.

Table 11: Occurrences of question words in Northern Soho corpus: before clearance
wh-pronoun occurrence
mang 6.352
bomang 330
eng 6.844
total 13.526

For the corpus investigation, the sentences containingbomangwere not considered further
because of their relatively small number. Also, themang- and eng-occurrences were
cleared from sentences containing expressions in which thewh-pronouns do not act as
such. Among those were:mang le/goba/kapa mang- ‘everybody’ andke ka lebaka la
eng- ‘why’.

Table 12: Sample files of Northern Soho corpus: after clearance
wh-pronoun occurrence
mang 4.518
eng 6.333
total 10.851

The distribution of these 10.851 sentences suggests that [+human]-constituents (ques-
tioned bymang) are asked for less frequently than [-human]-constituents (questioned by
eng).

From the 10.851 sentences, a sample of 544 sentences was analysed with respect to
which grammatical function the question word expresses and which syntactic structure it
occurrs in. The sentences were chosen randomly by taking every twentieth sentence. In
the 544 sentences, only 274 encode logical subjects or non-subjects in active clauses. The
other sentences show the distribution given in table 13.

Table 13: Distribution within sample sentences
wh-pronoun occurrence
unclassified 18
others 48
copula construction 128
passive construction 76
subject/non-subject 274
total 544
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For the unclassified sentences, no translation could be given by the language consultant
who translated the sentences from the corpus. This was largely due to illegibility because
of poor quality (see above).

The 48 sentences which are listed under ‘others’ containwh-pronouns that were not
used as such, and which have not been detected in the first clearance procedure. One such
case is the use of a question word without any syntax (echo-question). Furthermore,eng
occurred in idiomatic phrases where the original meaning as a question word got lost.
This is illustrated in (18-a, b) for the use ofengwith the meaning of ‘why’, in (18-c, d)
for the use of the question word with the meaning of ‘no one’, and in (18-e, f) for the use
of eng ke eng/mang ke mang, which was often translated as ‘what is the matter’.

(18) Idiomatic use of question words3

a. Ké
COP

eng
what

ba
CL2

sa
NEG

ba
CL2

tli ša
bring

gotee
together

le
PREP

Kgadi
PROP.NAME

[...] ?

‘Why didn’t they bring them together with Kgadi...’ (corpus, C2181)4

b. [...],
[...]

lena
PRN.2.PL

le
2PL

biletš-wa
invite-PASS

eng?
what

‘Why are you invited?’ (corpus, D3881)
c. Mo

PREP

bo-phelo-ng
CL14-life-LOC

go
CL17

phadǐsan-wa
compete-PASS

ebile
then

ga
NEG

go
CL17

mang
who

yo
DEM.CL1

a
CL1

rata-go
like-REL

go
CL17

phal-wa.
excel-PASS

‘In life, people always compete and nobody wants to loose.’ (corpus,
B1281)

d. Ga
NEG

go
CL17

mang
who

a
CL1

swar-wa-go
hold-PASS-REL

ke
PREP

tlala,
CL9.hunger

ga
NEG

go
CL17

mang
who

a
CL1

swar-wa-go
hold-PASS-REL

ke
PREP

le-nyora.
CL5-thirst

‘Nobody is hungry, nobody is thirsty.’ (corpus, B1461)
e. Mo-tho

CL1-man
wa
POSS.CL1

ba-tho
CL2-man

o
CL1

ile
go.PST

a
CL1

thoma
start

go
CL15

se
NEG

hlw-e
tarry-NEG

a
CL1

tseba
know

gore
that

eng
what

ké
COP

eng,
what

a
CL1

thoma
start

go
CL15

thothomela.
tremble

‘The poor person didn’t know what the matter was, he started trembling.’
(corpus, C2101)

f. Fela
only

o
2

be
PST

o
2

swan-eťse
need-PST

go
CL15

romela
send

mo-laeťsa
CL3-message

gore
that

ba-laodi
CL2-director

ba
CL2

ba-golo
CL2-big

ba
CL2

kgone
can

go
CL15

tseba
know

gore
that

eng
what

ké
COP

eng
what

ka
PREP

wena.
PRN.2

‘Only you should have sent a message so that your directors should know
what is the matter with you.’ (corpus, D1601)

3All translations of the corpus data have been provided by P. Mogodi, a native speaker of Sepedi. The
glosses have been added by me. All errors in interpretation are therefore mine.

4The numbers refer to the sentence numbers in the corpus files.
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Furthermore, a few instances have been found in the corpus where the question word was
used as an indefinite rather than a question word. Two example sentences are reproduced
in (19).

(19) Indefinite use of question words

a. Mo-kopa
CL3-cobra

goba
or

eng
what

e
CL9

šorǒsoro
dangerous

e
CL9

tlo
FUT

bula
open

ba-radia
CL2-criminal

ba
CL2

yona
PRN.CL9

hlogo
CL9.head

tše
DEM.CL9

ka
PREP

go
CL15

ba
CL2

weťsa
lead

ka
PREP

kotsi-ng.
CL9.danger-LOC

‘The cobra or anything dangerous will teach these criminals a lesson by
leading them into danger.’ (corpus, D1541)

b. Mokgadi
PROP.NAME

a
CL1

ka
POT

se
NEG

o
CL1

amogel-e,
accept-NEG

o
CL1

tla
FUT

re
say

le
2PL

o
CL1

tšhe-ťse
pour-PST

eng
what

le
2PL

rata
want

go
CL15

mmolaya.
CL1.kill

‘Mokgadi won’t accept it, she will assume you poured something to kill
her.’ (corpus, D2561)

Notice the high number of occurrences of copula constructions and passives in the corpus,
as shown by the respective numbers in table 13. The high number of passives is especially
meaningful, as passive structures are a further alternative for questioning an agent, next
to cleft and postverbal constructions. They deserve further investigation.

Among thewh-pronouns referring to logical subjects and non-subjects of active clauses,
the distribution as indicated in table 14 is found:

Table 14: Distribution across subject/non-subject
wh-pronoun occurrence
logical subject 78
non-subject 196
total 274

As a result from table 14 it can be noted that non-subjects are questioned more often than
logical subjects, as shown by the distribution. However, it needs to be borne in mind that
for one, the coding category non-subject comprises both objects and oblique arguments.
Combining these two kinds of arguments seemed necessary because although in some
cases it seems straight forward what an argument is and what an oblique complement is
(see (20-a,b)), in some cases this is more unclear (see (20-c)).

For the other, a potential frequency effect of logical subjects being questioned less
often than non-subjects is flawed by the objection that passive structures are listed sepa-
rately. This is important to note in so far as passive structures question an agent as well, as
illustrated in (20-d). Table 13 shows that (logical) subjects and non-subjects seems to be
questioned equally often when the frequency of passive questions and subject questions
is taken together.
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(20) Arguments

a. Re
1.PL

tlo
FUT

ruta
teach

bana
CL2-child

ba
CL2

rena
PRN.1.PL

eng?
what

‘What will we teach our children?’ (corpus, D0041)
b. La

POSS.CL5
ka
PRN.1

le-thabo
CL5-happiness

ga
NEG

ke
1

tseb-e
know-NEG

gore
that

n-ka
1-POT

le
CL5

le-kanťsha
measure

le
PREP

eng;
what

le
CL5

feta
exceed

di-thaba
CL10-mountain

ka
PREP

bo-golo.
CL14-size

‘I don’t know how to measure my happiness; it is bigger than a mountain.’
(corpus, D3141)

c. Ge
while

ba
CL2

sega
laugh

kgǒsi
CL9.chief

a
CL1

se
NEG

lemog-e
understand-NEG

gore
that

ba
CL2

sega
laugh

eng.
what
‘While they were laughing, the chief didn’t understand what they were
laughing about.’ (corpus, D0721)

d. O
2

be-il-we
put.down-PST-PASS

ke
PREP

mang
who

ge
if

o
2

re:
say

Ke
1

phala
exceed

yola?
DEM.CL9

‘Who gave you the responsibility to say that you are better than this one?’
(corpus, A0061)

Within logical subjects and objects, the following distribution across syntactic structures
can be found:

Table 15: Distribution within subjects/non-subjects
wh-pronoun occurrence
subject postverbal 33
subject cleft 45
object in situ 179
object cleft 17
total 274

Table 15 shows that logical subjects occur approximately equally often in cleft sentences
and postverbally when questioned. Objects, however, occur significantly more often in
situ, i.e. postverbally, than in a cleft sentence. Two examples of cleft sentences from the
corpus are given in (21). The object marker that takes up the object head noun occurs
immediately preceding the verb in the relative clause.

(21) Cleft sentences with objects

a. [...],
[...]

ba
CL2

be
PST

ba
CL2

i-potš-iše
REFL-ask-PST

gore
that

seo
DEM.CL7

ba
CL2

be-go
PST-REL

ba
CL2

se
CL7

dira
do

ké
COP

eng?
what

‘[...] even asked themselves what exactly they were doing.’ (corpus,
C0841)
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b. [...]
[...]

ke
1

tla
FUT

le
2PL

kgopela
ask

gore
that

na
QP

ké
COP

mo-rwedi
CL1-daughter

wa
POSS.CL1

mang
who

yo
DEM.CL1

a
CL1

ka
POT

mo
CL1

tšwěsa-go
put.on-REL

thetho.
CL9.apron

‘Whose daughter will he puttheto5on?’ (corpus, B0821)

The software WordSmith Tools provides a context of roughly 20 words preceding and
following the search word. Unfortunately, one can therefore not meaningfully test the
hypothesis stated above, that the set of alternatives needs to be defined by discourse. It
is interesting to note, however, that the native speaker provides the English translation of
‘what is it exactly...’ for these sentences.

With respect to the logical subject, it needs to be mentioned that postverbal occurrence
occurs almost exclusively with intransitive verbs or verbs which are used intransitively in
the respective sentence. Only one example occurs in the sample drawn from the corpus in
which the postverbal subject is followed by another (sentential) complement.

(22) Impersonal construction with sentential complement6

a. Go
CL17

tseba
know

mang
who

gore
that

?
?

se-hlola-nyana
CL7-?-DIM

seo
DEM.CL7

ga
NEG

se
NEG

gona!
here

‘Who knows whether that little ? is not here?’ (corpus, B0021)

On the other hand, cleft structures nearly exclusively occur with transitive verbs. Again,
only one example is found in which a cleft structure occurs with an intransitive verb.

(23) Cleft sentence with intransitive verb

a. Ké
COP

eng
what

seo
DEM.CL7

se
CL7

be-go
PST-REL

se
CL7

le
?

ka
PREP

fao
there

ma-ngwalo-ng?
CL6-letter-LOC

‘What was in those letters?’ (corpus, C0641)

The data from the corpus therefore show that with respect to the syntactic structure used
with intransitive verbs, the impersonal structure is the prevalent structure used. Foreseeing
to section 5.5.2, the data do not reflect real optionality of subject in situ/cleft with intran-
sitive verbs. Nevertheless, cleft structures for intransitive verbs are not ungrammatical as
the elicitation has shown.

5.1.5 Summary

This subsection dealt with the semantic features of cleft sentences in Northern Sotho.
Based on the claim býE. Kiss (1998) that identificational focus and information focus
have different syntactic and semantic characterizations, this section investigated if the
syntactic differences in focus structures displayed by cleft and in situ constructions also
imply semantic differences in Northern Sotho.

5theto= Leather apron for a married woman
6This example shows the poor quality that appears now and again in the corpus. One word is illegible,

for sehlolanyanathe meaning remained unclear. It could be derived fromhlola-‘to spy’ and therefore mean
‘little spy’. However, the appearance of a sentential complement followingtseba-‘to know’ is evident in
this example nevertheless.
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It was argued that for subjects there is no semantic difference based on the observation
that for transitive and ditransitive verbs both options are not available.

For non-subjects, a semantic difference was attested by native speakers and it was
therefore tested by which semantic feature the difference between in situ and cleft could
best be captured. Evidence for an exhaustive interpretation could not be reliably gathered.
The data suggest instead that cleft structures presuppose the existence of the focused
constituent and that moreover and more importantly the potential focused constituents
must be known to the hearer. This notion can be captured by the notion of preconstructed
domain, as proposed in work by Bisang & Sonayia (2000) on Yoruba.

A study of the Northern Sotho corpus provided frequency data in support of these
findings. It showed that logical subjects are significantly more often focused in cleft
structures than objects. It furthermore showed that within logical subjects, the use of cleft
and impersonal structure is dependent on the valency of the verb. However, in contrast
to object clefts, native speaker did not consider subject clefts with intransitive verbs more
marked semantically.

Interestingly, it seems that Northern Sotho uses the syntactically more complex form
(cleft sentence as opposed to in situ structure) to express non-prototypical discourse func-
tions of subjects and objects. Subjects are clefted when their prototypical discourse func-
tion of topic clashes with focus aspects. For non-subjects, it has been suggested in this
section that they are clefted when they refer not to totally new information, but rather to
information that is somehow already under discussion in discourse.

5.2 The structure of clefts in Northern Sotho

One controversy in the study of cleft constructions is if they are derived by syntactic
movement or base-generated (see Collins 1991 for an overview). Therefore this section
discusses and motivates the view on cleft sentences that is taken in this thesis. It argues
for considering the cleft construction an alternative structure in its own rights. Thereby,
it diverges from what has been argued in other treatments of syntactic focus structures in
Bantu (e.g. Schwarz 2003 for Kikuyu, Sabel & Zeller, to appear, for Nguni).

Generally, the conservative view is that a cleft construction consists of a copula and
a head noun followed by a relative clause. Consequently, the structure is biclausal: the
copula sentence embeds a relative clause. However, there are some arguments for a mono-
clausal analysis of cleft structures in which the head noun of the copula clause got into this
position by movement. For German, the data in (24) remain unexplained when consider-
ing the copula sentence being base-generated, but can be accounted for if the cleft part is
considered to be moved (for overviews see Meinunger 1998 for English and German,É.
Kiss 1999 for English).

(24) Cleft sentences in German (Meinunger 1998)

a. *Es war ein Bild von miri, dass ichi suchte.
‘It was a picture of myself that I was looking for.’

b. Es ist Peter, den wir gestern gesehen haben.
‘It is Peter who we met yesterday.’
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c. Es war ihr, der wir geholfen haben.
‘It was her who we helped.’

In (24-a), the pronoun in the clefted part can be bound by a constituent in the relative
clause, as if it were c-commanded by it. Example (24-b) shows that the tense of the
embedded sentence determines the temporal interpretation of the whole structure. This is
unexpected, because the tense in relative clauses normally does not influence the temporal
interpretation of the main clause. Similarly, in (24-c), the embedded verb determines the
case of the complement of the copula. Again, this is unexpected as the case of the head
noun is determined by the verb in the main clause, not by the verb embedded in a relative
clause.

Deriving cleft sentences by movement has to address the following obvious problems
in languages like German: How is the presence of the copula, the double presence of the
focused constituent, and the presence of the expletive accounted for (see Meinunger 1998,
É. Kiss 1999 for different proposals).

Heine & Reh (1984: 181) argue that in some African languages cleft constructions
provide the diachronic basis from which focus constructions have emerged. This widely
adopted view is also followed in the analysis of ex situ focus in Kikuyu (Bergvall 1987a,
Clements 1984b, Schwarz 2003). In this language, a preposed focused constituent is
preceeded byne. Neis also used as copula in (some) instances. Moreover, with a preposed
focused constituents tonal differences occur on the verb. Despite some similarities to
cleft constructions, the focus construction in Kikuyu is argued not to be a biclausal cleft
construction synchronically.

Sabel & Zeller (to appear) follow a similar approach in their work onwh-questions in
Nguni. They derive the cleft sentence syntactically by movement. To recapitulate their
basic assumptions laid out in the preceding chapter: Inwh-questions, a Focus Phrase is
automatically generated between VP and TP. Furthermore,wh-words in Nguni languages
have a weak [+wh]-feature which is located in C0 and can be checked via unselective
binding. When thewh-word has a weak [+focus]-feature, the question word remains in
situ and the feature is likewise checked via unselective binding.

Optionally, wh-words in Nguni can select a strong [+focus]-feature. If the strong
[+focus]-feature is selected, the feature needs to be checked via a local specifier-relation.
Therefore, thewh-word has to be realized in Spec FocP in order to check the [+focus]-
feature which is located in Foc0 (see also the syntactic structure in (25)).7

Cleft sentences result from the realization of the strong [+focus]-feature. Next to the
wh-word in Spec FocP, the strong [+focus]-feature is assumed to select the copula. The
resulting syntactic structure according to Sabel & Zeller (to appear) is illustrated in (25).

(25) Subject focus in Nguni (following Sabel & Zeller, example (4), structure (26))

a. Ng-ubani
COP-who

o-banga
REL.CL1-cause

lowo
DEM.CL3

msindo?
CL3.noise

Lit. ‘Who is it that is making that noise?’

7Evidence for the claim that ex situwh-phrases in Nguni are not located in SpecCP is provided by word
order in embedded sentences (Sabel & Zeller, to appear).
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CP̀
`````̀

       
C0[+wh] weak TP̀

````̀
      

proExpl

T1
hhhhhhhh
((((((((

T0

ng-Cop

FocPhhhhhhhh
((((((((

ubani [focus, wh]

Foc1
XXXXX
�����

Foc0 [+focus]strong

tCop

VP

tCop o-banga

Whereas thewh-word moves to SpecFocP in order to check the strong [+focus]-feature,
the copula undergoes V-to-T-movement like finite full verbs. According to Sabel & Zeller
(to appear), the prefixal copula verb moves first from V0 to Foc0, where agreement be-
tween the copula and thewh-phrase in SpecFocP is established via Spec-Head-agreement,
and then further on to T0.8 Consequently, the copula precedes thewh-pronoun at the sur-
face and is prefixed to thewh-phrase in phonology.

Sabel & Zeller (to appear) address the obvious objections against movement as fol-
lows: The copula is generated within the VP triggered by the strong [focus]-feature that
is optionally selected by the wh-pronoun. It moves from V0 over Foc0 to T0 and ends up
preceding the head noun which is situated in SpecFocP. With respect to the relative clause
morphology on the verb, Sabel & Zeller (to appear) raise the possibility that the particular
morphological marking observed in clefts and relative clauses reflects a specific syntactic
movement rather than a relative clause per se. The syntactic movement operation that is
mirrored by the verb morphology takes place both in relative clauses and in clefts.

Though it seems convincing that some languages, such as Kikuyu, have grammatical-
ized former cleft structures to focus constructions whereby the cleft sentences have lost
some of their prevalent features, the view taken here is that this analysis does not (yet)
apply to languages like Northern Sotho that show transparent features of copula plus head
noun followed by a relative clause. Among these features are the presence of the copula,
the presence of the relative pronoun, and the use of relative clause morphology, which
is expressed by a change in the subject marker (fromo to a in class 1), suffixation of an
affix onto the verb (-goor -ng). Consequently, the cleft structure is considered a syntactic
structure in its own rights which is not derived via movement.

5.3 Form-meaning correspondence: Clefts with objects

Having discussed the meaning and structure of clefts in Northern Sotho, we find a cor-
respondence between form and meaning for objects of the following kind: On the one
hand, the in situ structure expresses an unmarked focus interpretation in that it simply
refers to a set of alternatives. On the other hand, the biclausal cleft structure expresses a

8Note that restrictions onimproper movement(see section 4.3.2) only apply to phrasal movement, not
to head movement. Therefore, this chain of movement is possible for the copula.
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specified focus interpretation in that it not only refers to alternatives but also marks them
as belonging to a preconstructed domain. Bidirectional OT is the framework to model
such correspondences where unmarked structures bear unmarked meanings and marked
structures bear marked meanings (“Division of pragmatic labor”, Horn 1984).

This section shows that the unidirectional approach taken so far can not derive the
form-meaning mapping that can be observed for objects in Northern Sotho. It then in-
troduces the extension of OT to “weak bidirectional OT” which comprises both encoding
and decoding. This section further derives the analysis for objects, before it turns to clefts
for subjects in the succeeding section, where a blocking of the form-meaning correspon-
dence can be observed. It closes with problems and open ends of this analysis that are
areas of further research.

5.3.1 Simple form as the optimal form

It has been argued in chapter 1 that both form and meaning are evaluated in the OT-
analysis followed here. Up to now, only candidates showing the same semantic interpre-
tation have been considered in the tableaus. The reason is that the faithfulness constraints
comparing the output and input with respect to semantic structure, can be assumed to be
sufficiently high-ranked to have very little effect on grammar (see also Legendre et al.
1998: 257, footnote 8). Tableaus consequently render the optimal expression for a given
semantic input.

We have seen in section 4.3.2 that for a focused object the in situ structure is chosen
as the optimal output. The analysis is repeated in tableau 16.

Tableau 16: In situ for non-subjects

focused direct object M
A

X
-I

O
,

D
E

P
-I

O

, S
T

A
Y

*S
T

R
U

C
T

U
R

E

a. [CP Mangi F [IP monna o fati sehlare]] *! *
b. [IP [IP Monna o fat sehlare] mangF ] *! *
c. ☞ [IP Monna o fa mangF sehlare]
d. [IP Monna o fa mangCF sehlare] *!
e. [CP Ke mangCF [IP monna a fa-ngt sehlare]] *! *

In candidates (a) to (c) in tableau 16, the syntactic structure is evaluated. Candidate
(c) emerges as winner because it represents the simplest syntactic structure involving no
movement, in contrast to candidate (a) and (b).

Candidate (d) and (e) differ (also) with respect to the semantic structure. Although
the input contains a ‘simple’ focus feature (F), both candidate (d) and (e) realize the
complex focus feature (CF) which involves the notion of preconstructed domain. Thereby,
both candidates violate faithfulness constraints that evaluate the semantic structure of the
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candidates, and which follow the basic schema of faithfulness constraints. They are given
in (26).

(26) a. MAX -IO (LF)
‘All semantic features of the input must be respresented in the output.’
Violated once for every semantic feature of the input which is not present in
the output.

b. DEP-IO (LF)
‘All semantic features of the output must be rooted in the input.’
Violated once for every semantic feature of the output which is not present
in the input.

The precise ranking of the constraints in (26) with respect to the constraints established
so far cannot be established. However, they are argueably high-ranked to have very little
effect on grammar of Northern Sotho, as the output is generally faithful to the input with
respect to its semantic content.

Such a unidirectional view of OT only works in the direction of encoding. This means
that the same winner is (incorrectly) chosen also for a focused object which refers to the
notion of preconstructed domain. This is mark by the black pointing finger in tableau
17. In tableau 17, only relevant candidates are listed that either compete with the winning
candidate in logical form or in syntactic structure that actually occurs in Northern Sotho,
namely the cleft structure. All other syntactic structures are assumed to be excluded by
respective constraints. That the same syntactic structure occurs with different semantic
structures in the candidate set is due to the concept ofFreedom of Analysisthat places
no restrictions on the creativity of GEN and therefore associates every syntactic structure
with every semantic meaning.

Tableau 17: In situ for non-subjects

complex focused object M
A

X
-I

O
,

D
E

P
-I

O

S
T

A
Y

*S
T

R
U

C
T

U
R

E

a. [IP Monna o fa mangF sehlare] *!
b. ☛ [IP Monna o fa mangCF sehlare]
c. [CP Ke mangCF [IP monna a fa-ngt sehlare]] *!

In tableau 17 we see that the (wronlgy chosen) winner (candidate b) is the syntactically
simple in situ structure in which the question word bears the specified complex focus
meaning. The in situ structure that bears a simple focus feature (candidate a) is excluded
because it fatally violates the faithfulness constraints pertaining to logical form (as the
input has complex focus). The syntactically complex cleft structure in candidate (c) that
bears the specified focus meaning loses because it violates the constraint against addi-
tional structure.
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Unidirectional OT, as in tableaus 16 and 17, predicts the same syntactic expression
with different semantic meanings. In this case, that means that the in situ structure is used
both for expressing simple focus and complex focus. Such a double function is avoided in
natural language as it leads to ambiguity. In particular, if there is an a priori tendency for
simple focus, then complex focus could not be expressed, a problem known as ineffability.

Therefore, by integrating the semantic decoding of the utterance into the approach,
the ambiguity is resolved by taking into consideration what the speaker could have said.
The framework for modeling this interaction will be introduced in the next section.

5.3.2 Essentials of Bidirectional OT

We want to derive the form-meaning correspondence for focused objects in Northern
Sotho, namely that the in situ structure refers to the simple focus feature and the cleft
structure refers to the complex focus meaning. This form-meaning correspondence con-
stitutes a case of Horn’s ‘division of pragmatic labor’ (Horn 1984: 26) according to which
marked meanings are associated with marked forms, and unmarked meanings are associ-
ated with unmarked forms.

In Northern Sotho, the in situ structure can be considered a syntactically unmarked
structure as it does not involve movement or additional syntactic structure, in contrast to
clefts. The normal focus meaning can be considered unmarked as it only contains one
specification, namely for focus, in contrast to two specifications for focus and precon-
structed domain.

Other instantiations of Horn’s prinicple of ‘division of pragmatic labor’ can be found
a.o. in the preferred interpretation of double negatives (Blutner & Solstad 2001), in the
precise and vague interpretation of numbers cross-linguistically (Krifka 2002), in the in-
terpretation of object shift in Icelandic (Gärtner 2004a, b), or in the morphological mark-
ing of themes in Tagalog (G̈artner 2004b).

The concept of ‘division of pragmatic labor’ can be captured by considering optimal
pairs of expression and interpretation. The definition according to which expression-
interpretation pairs can be considered optimal is given in (27).

(27) Weak bidirection (Blutner 2000, Jäger 2002) A form-meaning pair〈f, m〉 is super-
optimal iff 〈f, m〉 ∈ GEN and:

a. there is no other super-optimal pair〈f, m’〉 : 〈f, m’〉 ¡ 〈f, m〉
b. there is no other super-optimal pair〈f’, m〉 : 〈f’, m〉 ¡ 〈f, m〉

According to (27), a form-meaning pair is super-optimal if there is no pair in which either
the form or the meaning is itself optimal. Note that the definition in (27) only allows for
comparison between pairs that are identical in one component, either form or meaning.
Pairs that differ in both form and meaning are not captured by (27).

This OT variant of “weak bidirectional OT” will be applied to the derivation of the
form-meaning correspondence in Northern Sotho in the next section.
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5.3.3 Analysis

For a treatment of the form-meaning correspondence in Northern Sotho with respect to
object focus, the pairs in (28) are compared.

(28) Form-meaning correspondence in Northern Sotho

a. in situ structure, focus
b. in situ structure, focus & preconstructed domain
c. cleft structure, focus
d. cleft structure, focus & preconstructed domain

We need to check which constraints the pairs in (28) violate in order to find the super-
optimal expression-interpretation pair, i.e. the pair for which there is no other pair that is
more optimal either in form or meaning. The relevant constraints relate to the markedness
of the expressions or interpretations. As bidirectional OT evaluates the correspondence of
form and meaning, the constraint needs to be formulated independent of the input. The
constraint that is adopted here is BRIEFEXPRESSION, following Krifka (2002).

(29) BRIEFEXPRESSION, BE
‘Shorter expressions are preferred over longer ones.’

The constraint in (29) captures the intuition that all else being equal, shorter and simpler
expressions are preferred (Zipf 1949, Grice 1975/1989). For the meanings, the relevant
constraint is given in (30), again following Krifka (2002).

(30) VAGUEINTERPRETATION[F], VI
‘The set of alternatives is unrestricted.’

Krifka (2002) alludes to the potential difficulties in motivating a constraint as in (30), as it
seems to contradict Grice’s first submaxim of quantity, which states that the content of a
message should be maximized, and also Heim’s (1991) ‘Maximize Presupposition’ which
requires to be as specific as possible with information.

However, at least two arguments have to be considered when objecting to the con-
straint in (30). First, the second submaxim of quantity also states that a speaker should
not give more information than is necessary for the current purpose of communication.
Moreover, and this becomes especially evident in questions, if the answer to a question is
not known to the speaker, it makes more sense to leave the set of alternatives as open as
possible.

Coming back to the pairs in (28), we find the following violations:

(31) Form-meaning correspondence with objects
form-meaning pair violates

a. in situ structure, focus
b. in situ structure, focus & preconstructed domain VI
c. cleft structure, focus BE
d. cleft structure, focus & preconstructed domain BE, VI
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Form-meaning pair (31-a) emerges as the super-optimal pair, because it does not violate
any of the constraints, whereas all other pairs violate at least one. Consequently, in situ
structures are interpreted without any restrictions on the set of possible alternatives.

Also (31-d) is a super-optimal pair. Although its competitors, (31-b) and (31-c), vi-
olate one constraint less than (31-d), they are not themselves super-optimal. Therefore,
according to the definition in (27), (31-d) emerges as another super-optimal pair. Note
that (31-a) and (31-d) are not in direct competition because they differ in both form and
meaning.

Bidirectional OT can therefore derive the form-meaning correspondence for objects
in Northern Sotho. Both the in situ structure expressing unrestricted focus, as in (32-a),
as well as the cleft structure expressing focus from a preconstructed domain, as in (32-b),
emerge as super-optimal form-meaning pairs.

(32) Form-meaning correspondence

a. O
2

rek-ile
buy-PST

eng?
what

‘What did you buy?’
b. Ke

COP

eng
what

se
CL7

o
2

se
CL7

rek-ile-ng?
buy-PST-REL

Lit. ‘It is what that you bought?’ (from a set of alternatives)

5.3.4 Alternative approach

In the feature checking account proposed by Sabel & Zeller (to appear), the strength of the
[+focus]-feature determines the different syntactic realizations of questions in Nguni lan-
guages. Generally, features in the Minimalist Program (MP) initiate movement because
of the required syntactic relation necessary for feature checking. Furthermore, features
in MP are differentiated into interpretable and uninterpretable features. Interpretable fea-
tures are relevant for the semantic interpretation at the LF interface. They consequently
have a semantic effect. Non-interpretable features do not have a semantic effect. The
[+wh]-feature, e.g., that question words bear, is an interpretable feature that establishes
the scope of thewh-phrase (Sabel & Zeller, to appear). With respect to the [+focus]-
feature, Sabel & Zeller (to appear) leave the question open about the interpretability of
the feature. Neither do they address the semantic interpretation of cleft and in situ struc-
tures in Nguni.

If the feature-checking account is transferred to Northern Sotho, one is led to assume
that the strength of the [+focus]-feature is interpreted semantically. To recapitulate: A
weak [+focus]-feature is realized in situ, and the in situ variant corresponds to a ‘normal’
focus interpretation in Northern Sotho. A strong [+focus]-feature is realized ex situ, and
the ex situ variant corresponds to a more specific focus interpretation in Northern Sotho.
Consequently, the semantic feature ‘preconstructed domain’ is checked by movement of
the focused expression. The semantic feature ‘focus’ is checked via unselective binding
and results in focus in situ. Thereby, the approach proposed in Sabel & Zeller (to appear),
though different in its theoretical framework and in theory-specific details, theoretically
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also captures the mapping of form and meaning.9

Connecting syntax and semantics is not included in the original syntactic proposal by
Sabel & Zeller (to appear). This step is therefore one crucial difference of the account
proposed here. Another crucial difference between the two approaches is that clefts are
not necessarily derived via movement but are independent alternative structures that are
compared to the in situ structures. Their syntactic form is therefore not crucial in the
evaluation. A cleft structure can be expected to have various violations of the syntactic
constraints such as *STRUCTURE. However, as these constraints are ranked lower, the
violations are irrelevant independent of their number.

5.4 Blocking: Clefts with subjects

The correspondence between form and meaning breaks down in the case of subject focus
in transitive verbs. Cleft sentences are the only possible focus structure for subjects of
transitive verbs, even when bearing an unmarked focus meaning. This section investigates
why the form-meaning correspondence observed with objects does not obtain in the case
of subjects of transitive verbs. In a first subsection it argues that because of a higher-
ranked syntactic constraint, the in situ structure (impersonal construction) is prohibited for
focused logical subjects of transitive verbs, which renders the in situ structure expressing
unmarked focus suboptimal.

Given what has been said about the interpretation of clefts in the preceding section,
one might predict that if this higher-ranked syntactic constraint blocks in situ structures,
the unmarked focus reading can no longer be expressed. However, where the in situ form
is lacking, the clefted form also supports the unmarked focus reading. Therefore, in a
second subsection it is discussed how the ambiguity in subject clefts in Northern Sotho
still emerges from the bidirectional-OT approach.

5.4.1 Restriction on transitive verbs

The question that every account of the subject/object asymmetry in Bantu languages has to
address is why the impersonal construction, in which the logical subject appears postver-
bally and cl17-agreement occurs on the verb, is not possible with transitive verbs.

Alexiadou & Anagnostopoulou (2001) claim that whenever a sentence contains both
a subject and a direct object, one of the arguments must vacate the VP because of Case
requirements (see also Chomsky 2001). The constraint in (33) is meant to reformulate
informally the generalization by Alexiadou & Anagnostopoulou (2001: 193) that “by
Spell-Out the VP can contain no more than one argument with an unchecked Case fea-
ture”.

9Grewendorf (2000: 155) raises the question why a grammatical system has uninterpretable features
if the output cannot interpret them but the grammatical system is nevertheless crucially determined by
them. These basic conceptual issues as well as theory-specific controversies concerning features and their
interpretability will not be discussed here but will be left for a more specialized treatment.
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(33) *TEC
‘In expletive constructions, either subject or object have to have left the VP.’
Violated once for every additional constituent within VP.

For apparent counterexamples from languages like French, Japanese, Icelandic, Celtic,
Arabic and Italian (among others), Alexiadou & Anagnostopoulou (2001) bring evidence
that shows that indeed one of the arguments has been moved out of the VP.

An alternative view is held by Sabel & Zeller (to appear) who attribute the lack of
transitive expletive constructions in Nguni to a parametric property of SpecTP. Working
within the OT-framework, it is unnecessary to show that the generalization in (33) is
indeed a universal. Formulating the generalization as a violable constraint as in (33)
instead, allows to capture the importance of this generalization by ranking it high in the
grammar of a language. Again, Optimality Theory can model the parameterization by
(re-)ranking of constraints.10

The ungrammaticality of impersonal constructions with transitive verbs in Northern
Sotho, supports the view that the constraint in (33) must be ranked high in the grammar
of this language, and therefore blocks the emergence of the impersonal construction.

5.4.2 Emergence of the cleft

As discussed in the preceding section, the in situ construction (i.e. the impersonal con-
struction) is blocked for logical subjects of transitive verbs by the higher ranked constraint
*TEC. Given the form-meaning correspondence established in section 5.3, one might pre-
dict that the unmarked focus meaning cannot be expressed for logical subjects of transitive
verbs in Northern Sotho. However, what we find is that the unmarked focus meaning is
expressed by the marked syntactic expression, i.e. by the cleft.11

The selection of super-optimal pairs changes if in an established form-meaning corre-
spondence one form is blocked by higher-ranked syntactic constraints. In the case of focus
on the logical subject, the intervening syntactic constraint is *TEC. This is illustrated in
(34).

(34) Form-meaning correspondence with logical subjects of transitive verbs
form-meaning pair violates

a. in situ structure, focus *TEC
b. in situ structure, focus & preconstructed domain *TEC, VI
c. cleft structure, focus BE
d. cleft structure, focus & preconstructed domain BE, VI

When evaluating form and meaning for focused logical subjects of transitive verbs ac-
cording to the concept of weak bidirection in (27), the cleft structure expressing neutral
focus, (34-c), emerges as the super-optimal pair: There is no other pair that is more opti-
mal either in form or in meaning. Though the impersonal in situ construction expressing

10For a different approach within Lexical Mapping Theory see Bresnan & Kanerva (1989) and Demuth
& Mmusi (1997).

11Note that this clearly constitutes one case in which less marked readings get associated with more
marked forms, see G̈artner 2004b: 161 and footnote 13.
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neutral focus, (34-a), also shows one violation only, this violation is fatal in contrast to the
violation of (34-c), as the relevant constraint *TEC is ranked higher. (34-d) is harmoni-
cally bound by (34-c), so it will never emerge as a super-optimal pair as it always shows
one violation more than (34-c).

In sum, the intervention of the syntactic constraint *TEC shifts the super-optimal pair
for the expression of unmarked focus on the logical subject of transitive verbs from an in
situ structure to the cleft structure. The principle of ‘Division of pragmatic labor’ (Horn
1984) is violated in this case, as the unmarked meaning associates with a marked form.
At closer inspection the scenario in (34) poses further problems. They reveal themselves
when investigating if the principle of ‘Division of pragmatic labor’ still holds for marked
meanings: Are marked meanings expressed by marked forms?

The form-meaning correspondence emerged in the case of objects because candidates
such as (34-a) and (34-d) were not in direct competition, and the directly competing can-
didates (34-b) and (34-c) were not themselves super-optimal (see (27) and section 5.3).
However, the intervention of the syntactic constraint *TEC and the resulting shift in the
super-optimal pair expressing the unmarked focus meaning has consequences for the ex-
pression of the marked meaning as well. Candidates such as (34-a) and (34-d) are still
not in direct competition, but now there is a super-optimal pair among the directly com-
peting candidates (34-b) and (34-c). Consequently, a cleft sentence expressing a marked
focus meaning, (34-d), is never super-optimal. Instead, the cleft structure expressing the
unmarked focus meaning, (34-c), emerges as super-optimal even if the input contains a
marked focus meaning.

Therefore, the bidirectional approach does not only (correctly) account for the break-
ing down of the principle of ‘division of pragmatic labor’ but also predicts that marked
focus cannot be expressed for focused logical subjects of transitive verbs in Northern
Sotho. The problem that ambiguity cannot be captured by bidirectional OT is known in
the literature and will be discussed in the next section as an area for further research,
together with the case of optionality in the expression of focus on the logical subject of
intransitive verbs.

5.5 Areas for future research

It is obvious that both cases of ambiguity and optionality in the grammar of Northern
Sotho are areas for future research. Both ambiguity and optionality involve a mismatch
between a perfect correspondence of form and meaning and pose problems for Optimality
Theory. They are discussed in this section.

5.5.1 Ambiguity in Bidirectional OT

In the preceding section it has been shown that because of the syntactic constraint *TEC,
the marked form can indeed eventually express the unmarked meaning. However, at the
same time the prediction is made that the marked form never expresses the marked mean-
ing.

This prediction excludes ambiguity in meaning. The exclusion of ambiguity of mean-
ing has been identified as a problem of weak bidirectional OT (27) in recent literature (see
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e.g. Beaver & Lee 2004, G̈artner 2004a, b). G̈artner (2004a, b) discusses object shift in
Icelandic as one example. Object shift in Icelandic, which is associated with a strong in-
definite reading, is blocked with periphrastic verb forms. The bidirectional OT-approach
makes the prediction that the remaining in situ form can only express the weak reading.
This is due to the prediction of weak bidirectionality that “for a formf, only one mean-
ing is available if one of the meaning in pairs〈f, m〉 and 〈f, m’〉 incurs a more serious
constraint violation” (Beaver & Lee 2004: 128). As a matter of fact, the in situ form in
Icelandic is ambiguous between definite and indefinite reading, as the in situ form can
be used in different topic/comment structures. Gärtner (2004a, b) proposes a contextual
constraint in order to derive the ambiguity for Icelandic. He concludes that though bidi-
rectional OT provides a ‘deeper’ understanding of why unmarked forms associate with
unmarked meanings and vice versa, it lacks a satisfactory way of treating the phenomena
of partial iconicity which involve ambiguity (G̈artner 2004a: 1235).

For Northern Sotho, my research has clearly shown that the cleft sentence can be
used for focused logical subjects of transitive verbs when conveying the unmarked focus
meaning. However, it has not been tested explicitly if the cleft sentence is also used with
focused logical subjects of transitive verbs when referring to a preconstructed domain.
The corpus data do not contain enough context in order to check this question. Therefore,
no authoritative claim can be made here for the ambiguity of the marked form with respect
to meaning in Northern Sotho.

Let us for now assume that in Northern Sotho the cleft structure is used for the ex-
pression of marked focus also for logical subjects of transitive verbs. In their overview
of how different OT-systems handle input-output mismatches, Beaver & Lee (2004) show
that unidirectional, production-oriented OT-syntax does not encounter any problems in
accounting for the expectable ambiguity. And indeed, in unidirectional OT, the ambiguity
of the marked form is easily accounted for. This is illustrated in tableau 18 for example
(35).

(35) Subject focus by means of cleft
Ke
COP

mang
who

a
CL1

nyaka-ng
look.for-REL

ngaka?
CL9.doctor

‘Who is looking for the doctor?’
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Tableau 18: Ambiguity of clefts

focused subject of transitive verb *T
E

C

... M
A

X
-I

O
,

D
E

P
-I

O

*S
T

R
U

C
T

U
R

E

a. [IP go [I0 nyaka [V P mangF ngaka ]]] * ...
b. [IP go [I0 nyaka [V P mangCF ngaka ]]] * ... *
c. ☞ [CP ke mangF [IP t [IP a nyaka-ngt ngaka]]] ... *
d. [CP ke mangCF [IP t [IP a nyaka-ngt ngaka]]] ... * *

complex-focused subject of transitive verb *T
E

C

... M
A

X
-I

O
,

D
E

P
-I

O

*S
T

R
U

C
T

U
R

E

a. [IP go [I0 nyaka [V P mangF ngaka ]]] * ... *
b. [IP go [I0 nyaka [V P mangCF ngaka ]]] * ...
c. [CP ke mangF [IP t [IP a nyaka-ngt ngaka]]] ... * *
d. ☞ [CP ke mangCF [IP t [IP a nyaka-ngt ngaka]]] ... *

The candidates in tableau 18 show the four form-meaning pairs discussed already in (34):
Candidate (a) shows the in situ structure expressing unmarked focus (as marked by the
morphosyntactic featureF ). Candidate (b) shows the in situ structure expressing marked
focus (as indicated by the morphosyntactic featureCF ). Candidate (c) shows the cleft
structure expressing unmarked focus, and candidate (d) shows the cleft structure express-
ing marked focus. The in situ forms are excluded because of the high-ranked constraint
*TEC. From the remaining cleft structures that candidate wins that expresses the focus
specification encoded in the input. The other structure loses as it fatally violates the faith-
fulness constraints pertaining to logical form.

Consequently, tableau 18 derives the ambiguity of the cleft structure that expresses
both marked and unmarked focus. The actual interpretation of the cleft structure must
eventually be regulated by context. This result reminds of the contextual constraint pro-
posed by G̈artner (2004a, b) and underlines the need for an adequate theory of context-
based interpretation in OT.

A syntactic feature-checking approach in the framework of the Minimalist Program
faces similar problems. Both the bidirectional OT-approach proposed in this section and
a purely syntactic account with interpretable [+focus]-features make the prediction that
first, there is a difference in interpretation with subject focus in intransitive verbs that
should equal the semantic difference found with objects, and second, that subject focus
with transitive verbs can only express one kind of focus (= the more specialized), as the
other is blocked. It remains unclear how the ‘weak’ focus interpretation of a strong feature
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is captured in the case of focused subjects of transitive verbs.
Similarly, if the specification of the focus features as strong or weak is to be interpreted

semantically, it needs to be accounted for why with subjects of intransitive verbs the
difference in interpretation seemingly disappears. The next section discusses how the
optionality of structures with subjects of intransitive verbs is captured in the OT-approach.

5.5.2 Optionality within OT

The preceding sections have established a form-meaning correspondence for objects in
which the in situ forms express unmarked focus, and the clefted forms express marked
focus. Moreover, it has been shown that for focused logical subjects of transitive verbs,
this form-meaning correspondence is blocked and the cleft structure also expresses the
unmarked focus meaning.

This section turns to the described optionality of cleft and in situ structure with fo-
cused subjects of intransitive verbs. To remind the reader of the relevant data, an example
is repeated in (36).

(36) Intransitive subject questions

a. Go
CL17

fihla
arrive

mang?
who

‘Who is arriving?’ Impersonalgo-construction
b. Ke

COP

mang
who

a
CL1

fihla-ng?
arrive-REL

‘Who is arriving?’ cleft

Elicitation showed that both cleft and in situ structure can be used optionally for focused
subjects of intransitive verbs. Synchronically, no semantic difference could be established
for the alternatives in (36) which would equate the difference found between cleft and in
situ structures with objects. So far the question has not yet been addressed why with
intransitive verbs there is optionality between postverbal subject focus and cleft construc-
tion. This empirical finding is surprising as it is expected from what has been said before,
that with intransitive verbs, the same form-meaning correspondence should be found as
for objects. This prediction is based on the fact that the higher-ranked syntactic constraint
*TEC does not interfere, because it is not relevant for intransitive verbs.

According to M̈uller (2000: 189), independent of the theory adhered to one can state
that syntactic optionality occurs when there are two or more possibilities to say the same
thing. Optionality is expected to pose a problem for OT because the framework predicts
that only one candidate is the optimal output and therefore blocks all other candidates as
suboptimal. Different strategies are taken to resolve this problem. In the fewest cases,
optionality manifests itself as ‘true optionality’ in that both winning candidates show
identical violations of the same constraints (terminology adopted from Müller 2000: 196).
More often, candidates violate different constraints. By tieing the relevant constraints,
one can account for the observation that a candidate can either violate one constraint or
another without consequences (‘constraint tie’). Another strategy to deal with optionality
is to investigate if the two winning candidates are within the same candidate set, or if they
represent the (only) winner in two different evaluations (‘pseudo-optionality’).
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It turns out that the optionality in (36) cannot be accounted for straightforwardly along
the lines just outlined. The problems and issues at hand are discussed in the succeeding
sections. However, a conclusive analysis has to await further research.

True optionality and Constraint tie

For illustration, tableau 19 repeats the analysis for intransitive sentences based on the
constraint ranking established for unidirectional OT-analyses so far.

Tableau 19: Focus in intransitive sentences

focused subject in intransitives verbs *S
U

B
J/

F
-M

A
R

K
E

D

M
A

X
-I

O
,

D
E

P
-I

O

S
U

B
J

E
C

T

S
T

A
Y

*S
T

R
U

C
T

U
R

E

a. [IP mangF [I′ o bina [V P t ]]] *! * *
b. ☞ [I′ go bina [V P mangF ]] *
c. [I′ go bina [V P mangCF ]] *! *
d. [IP ke mangF [IP t [I0 a bina-ng]]] * *! **
e. [IP ke mangCF [IP t [I0 a bina-ng]]] *! * * **

Candidate (a) shows the focused subject appearing in preverbal position. Chapter 4 has
argued in detail that a focused subject in preverbal position is excluded by the high-ranked
interface constraint *SUBJECT/F-MARKED. Candidate (b) to (e) show the usual candi-
dates which combine in situ and cleft structure with both the marked and unmarked focus
feature. The two candidates (c) and (e), that do not realize the exact focus feature of
the input, are excluded because they violate the semantic faithfulness constraints. From
the two candidates that realize the unmarked focus feature, the cleft structure (d) is har-
monically bound by the in situ structure (b). Both violate the constraint SUBJECT. In
addition, the cleft structure always shows further violations of the constraints STAY and
STRUCTURE. Consequently, candidate (d) can never emerge as a winner.

Tableau 19 shows that the two candidates (b) and (d) do not emerge as truly optional
as the cleft structure violates the STRUCTUREconstraint more often than the impersonal
structure.

The observed optionality does not constitute a case of ‘constraint tie’ either. The ba-
sic idea of ‘constraint tie’ is that two (or more) constraints are tied, i.e. they are ranked
equally high with respect to each other. If two candidates differ only on the tied con-
straints then advantages and disadvantages of the candidates can be equaled out and both
can be optimal, even if they do not show the same constraint violations on lower ranked
constraints. However, if candidates are harmonically bound, which is the case for candi-
date (b) and (d), then no constraint tie can render both optionally optimal.

The empirically observable optionality does not constitute a case of true optionality,
nor can the optionality be captured by a constraint tie. In sum, the optionality cannot be
captured by the syntactic constraints.
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Pseudo-optionality

Another view to come to terms with optionality in OT has been termed pseudo-optionality
(Müller 2000, see references therein). The basic idea of ‘pseudo-optionality’ is that the
optionality is not real but that the two (or more) optimal candidates belong to different
candidate sets instead. They are therefore not in direct competition but belong to different
derivations.

The view that candidates can belong to different candidate sets, can only arise when
candidate sets are restricted a priori, as e.g. in Müller (2000: 193). M̈uller (2000) bases
the rules for determining the candidate set on original work by Grimshaw (1997: 375-376)
and extends them with a notion from Chomsky (1995).

(37) Candidate set:

a. Two candidates C1, C2 are within the same candidate set iff C1 and C2 have
the same enumeration (i.e. identical lexical material).

b. C1 and C2 have identical LF-structures

As has been argued in section 1.5.2, restricting the set of competing candidates by rules as
the ones in (37) infringes upon a basic assumption of the OT-framework. By the principle
of Freedom of analysis(Prince & Smolensky 1993), GEN should technically be allowed to
generate any possible output structure for a given input structure. GEN is only restricted
by unviolable constraints that are built into GEN and therefore restrict a candidate set.
Faithfulness constraints should filter out candidates that differ from the input in either
lexical material or semantic structure.

Therefore, the view is adhered to here that the candidates of syntactic alternations
belong to the same candidate set. The definition of syntactic alternations is given in (38)
(following Müller 2000: 195).

(38) Alternation
Two (or more) constructions can co-occur (=optionality), but under certain cir-
cumstances one can block the other.

With intransitive verbs, the impersonalgo-construction and the cleft sentence can co-
occur in Northern Sotho, as shown in (39-a). With transitive verbs, however, this option-
ality is blocked and only cleft sentences occur as focusing strategy, which is repeated in
(39-b).

(39) Valency-based restrictions on optionality

a. Go fihla mang?
Ké mang a fihla-ng?
‘Who is arriving?’

b. *Go ngwala mang lengwalo?
Ké mang a ngwalang lengwalo?
Intended: ‘Who is writing a letter?’

Subject focus with intransitive verbs thereby constitutes a case of syntactic alternation
according to the definition in (38). Following M̈uller (2000: 193) the presence of the cleft
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structure in (39-b) shows that both impersonal structure and cleft structure are within the
same candidate set for the input, as the cleft in (39-b) emerges as the winner from the
derivations comparing impersonal and cleft structures for transitive verbs.

Discussion

The preceding sections showed that although both cleft structure and in situ structure can
be argued to be in direct competition for subject focus of intransitive verbs, there is no way
to account for their optionality with the mechanisms proposed in OT so far. Therefore,
this section takes a further look at the linguistic behaviour of these two structures.

The status of true optionality becomes doubtful when considering the results from the
corpus study, described in section 5.1.4 of this chapter. With intransitive verbs, subject
focus is expressed nearly exclusively by means of the impersonal in situ structure. As-
suming real optionality one would expect to find approximately as many cleft structures
as impersonal in situ structures with focused logical subjects of intransitive verbs.

Furthermore, question-answer coherence shows that cleft and in situ structure cannot
be used interchangeably with focused subjects of intransitive verbs. A question posed in
a cleft structure can only be answered by a cleft structure, whereas a question posed in
the impersonal construction can only be answered by an impersonal construction. For
other languages, like Kikuyu, question-answer coherence has shown that in situ and ex
situ forms can be used truely interchangeably (Schwarz 2003).

The results from the corpus study and the need of question-answer coherence suggest
that the distribution of cleft and in situ structure with logical subjects of intransitive verbs
is biased. Native speakers’ judgments exclude a bias triggered by semantic meaning. The
distribution could also be biased by considerations of style.

More generally, the information structural restrictions of intransitive verbs in Northern
Sotho deserve further detailed study. Another case of potential optionality exists with in-
transitive verbs under wide focus. At the beginning of texts, impersonalgo-constructions
were used, (40-a), though these were never used for the description of pictures, (40-b).

(40) a. Go
CL17

tšwelela
appear

mo-sadi
CL1-woman

gomme
then

o
CL1

lebanťsha
place.opposite

mo-nna
CL1-man

[...]

‘There appears a woman, she places herself opposite the man.’
b. Le-sea

CL5-baby
le
CL5

rob-eťse.
sleep-PST

‘A baby is sleeping.’

It is not yet clear of what semantic kind the difference under wide focus between the
impersonal construction and the normal SVO structure is. However, if the use of these
structures is interchangeable under wide focus in Northern Sotho, the OT-approach has to
account for this optionality as well. This remains a topic for further research.

The proposal made here is that the theoretically-possible optionality emerges because
of the hybrid status of focused logical subjects of intransitive verbs: Syntactically, they
pattern with objects as they allow a form-meaning correspondence. With respect to their
grammatical function, however, they pattern with subjects of transitive verbs. This results
in theoretically allowing the cleft structure for the expression of unmarked subject focus,
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but practically in obeying the form-meaning correspondence and thereby choosing the
syntactically simpler and shorter form for the expression of the unmarked focus meaning.

5.6 Summary

This chapter investigated the role of clefting for the expression of focus in Northern Sotho.
It has been shown that clefts can carry a semantic interpretation that goes beyond the sole
indication of alternatives. If a cleft structure is used for focused objects, it is expressed
that the object is chosen from a predefined set of alternatives. As the semantic content
of clefts in the case of objects is more complex, it is expected to occur less frequently in
natural speech. Frequency tendencies from a corpus study support this view.

Consequently, the unmarked syntactic form corresponds to an unmarked semantic
form in the case of objects and vice versa. This correspondence of form and meaning has
been derived by means of bidirectional OT, assuming constraints that favor shorter and
more vague expressions.

Derivation of form-meaning correspondence through bidirectional OT is also found
in other areas of grammar and across languages. The preferred interpretation of dou-
ble negatives (Blutner & Solstad 2001), the precise and vague interpretation of numbers
cross-linguistically (Krifka 2002), the interpretation of object shift in Icelandic (Gärtner
2004a,b), or the morphological marking of themes in Tagalog (Gärtner 2004b) represent
other instantiations of the same phenomenon. All the analyses make use of basically
the same constraints whereby simplicity in meaning and form is accommodated for the
phenomenon at hand.

Consequently, it is a more general phenomenon that emerges in the case of objects
clefts in Northern Sotho, and should as such not be stipulated. This is one advantage of
an bidirectional OT approach over a feature checking approach. For a feature checking ap-
proach with interpretable features it remains to be shown that the core of the phenomenon,
namely unmarked forms for unmarked meanings and vice versa can be captured.

Independent of the theoretical framework, however, the form-meaning correspon-
dence breaks down in the case of focused logical subjects of transitive verbs. It has
been argued that in Northern Sotho, a constraint is high-ranked that bans transitive exple-
tive constructions. As has been shown in the previous chapter, the logical subject cannot
appear preverbally neither when focused, as this is ruled out by the high ranking of a cor-
responding interface constraint. The cleft structure remains the only option. In the case
of subjects, the cleft structure also expresses the unmarked meaning.

As areas for further research the potential ambiguity in focus meaning of clefted sub-
jects of transitive verbs and the optionality in form of focused logical subjects of intran-
sitive verbs have been isolated. With respect to the potential ambiguity, further research
has to clarify if the use of clefts for subject focus with transitive verbs constitutes another
case of partial iconicity and is problematic for an account within weak bidirectional OT.
With respect to the elicited optionality in the case of subjects of intransitive verbs fur-
ther research needs to investigate more carefully if there is truly no semantic difference
between these two expressions. So far, no satisfying solution could be provided.
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5.7 Recapitulatory remarks

The thesis had as its objective to investigate the marking of focus in the grammar of
Northern Sotho. It has been shown that there is no grammatical marking of focus in
Northern Sotho, neither by syntax nor by morphology nor by prosody. There are, however,
grammatical reflexes of focus or information structure more generally, not only in syntax
but also in morphosyntax and prosody.

Despite the lack of grammatical F-marking, formal F-marking is nevertheless impor-
tant for the grammar of Northern Sotho: F-marked logical subjects must not appear in
their canonical preverbal position. Although Northern Sotho shows a strict correspon-
dence between form and meaning for different foci in the case of objects, this correspon-
dence breaks down in the case of focused logical subjects of transitive verbs. Because they
cannot appear neither postverbally nor preverbally, they have to be focused by means of
a cleft sentence.

The thesis derives how all the aspects mentioned above can be modeled in the frame-
work of Optimality Theory (OT). For the modeling of syntactic in situ focus and the lack
of prosodic expression of focus, it retreats to constraints which are uncontroversial in the
relevant literature. The interface constraint *SUBJECT/F-MARKED which is proposed in
chapter 4 to moderate between syntax and discourse-pragmatics, has its precedents in
the literature (Aissen 1999, Lee 2000) but differs in that the prominence scales involved
are crucially modified. The derivation of the form-meaning correspondence for objects in
chapter 5 derives another example of Horn’s (1984) ‘division of labor’ according to which
unmarked forms are used for unmarked meanings and vice versa.

The lack of prosodic expression of focus and the ban of F-marked logical subjects
in preverbal position in Northern Sotho constitute two ‘languages’ that are predicted by
the factorial typologies of the constraints proposed in the literature. Therefore, the data
presented here provide important data for the universality of the constraints proposed.

The overall result of this thesis raises interesting questions for existing focus theo-
ries. Focus theories assume that focus is marked somehow in grammar, either by prosody,
syntax, or morphology. The data presented in this thesis show that grammatical focus
marking is no universal but rather that the role of context deserves more attention. Con-
text is necessary to resolve focus ambiguities in languages like English and German, and
the results presented here suggest that focus interpretation through context is the path
followed by Northern Sotho in all contexts.
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Appendix

1 Ke rwála morẃalo. - I carry load.
focus on VP, object, verb

2 Ke méma moh́umi. - I invite the rich person.
focus on VP, object, verb; contrastive focus on verb

3 Ke nẃayóna. - I drink this.
focus on VP, object, verb

4 Ke já naḿune. - I eat an orange.
focus on VP, object, verb

5 Ke ngẃala nónwane. - I write folktales.
focus on VP, object, verb; contrastive focus on verb

6 Ke b́ına monýanyeng. - I dance at the feast.
focus on VP, locative adverb, verb; contrastive focus on verb

7 Ke b́oa moĺaleng. - I come from the old field.
focus on VP, locative adverb, verb; contrastive focus on verb

8 Ke nẃabjále. - I drink now.
focus on VP, temporal adverb, verb; contrastive focus on verb

9 Ke b́oa fáo. - I return there.
focus on VP, temporal adverb, verb

10 Ke nýala/ nyálwa lábone. - I marry for the fourth time.
focus on VP, temporal adverb, verb

11 Ke ńea maĺome malekere. - I give uncle sweets.
focus on VP, both objects, verb; contrastive focus on verb

12 Ke ńea moĺamo leḿao. - I give brother-in-law a needle.
focus on VP, both objects, verb; contrastive focus on verb

13 Ke f́a rrá bólo. - I give father a ball.
focus on VP, both objects, verb; contrastive focus on verb
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14 Ke f́ammáhémpe. - I give mother a shirt.
focus on VP, both objects, verb

15 Ke ńea ńare lée. - I give the buffalo an egg.
focus on VP, both objects, verb

16 Ke ŕema moŕula mośegaŕe. - I chop the morula tree at midday.
focus on VP, object, temporal adverb, verb; contrastive focus on verb

17 Ke aĺela morẃedi boláong. - I bed the daughter at the sleeping place.
focus on VP, object, local adverb, verb

18 Ke j́a lée léhono. - I eat an egg today.
focus on VP, object, temporal adverb, verb

19 Ke fóa moýa lewéng. - I sense the spirit in the cave.
focus on VP, object, local adverb, verb; contrastive focus on verb

20 Ke nẃamoŕe lábone. - I drink medicine for the fourth time.
focus on VP, object, temporal adverb, verb

21 Ke ńea maĺome lengẃalo bod́ulong. - I give the uncle a letter at the dwelling place.
focus on VP, both objects, local adverb, verb; contrastive focus on verb

22 Ke ńea moĺamo naḿane mośegaŕe. - I give the brother-in-law a calf at midday.
focus on VP, both objects, temporal adverb, verb; contrastive focus on verb

23 Ke f́a rrá bólo léhono. - I give the father a ball today.
focus on VP, both objects, temporal adverb, verb; contrastive focus on verb

24 Ke f́ammánéo bjále. - I give the mother a gift now.
focus on VP, both objects, temporal adverb, verb

25 Ke ńea ńare lée lábone. - I give the buffalo an egg for the fourth time.
focus on VP, both objects, temporal adverb, verb; contrastive focus on verb
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Einführung in moderne Theorien der grammatischen Beschreibung(9.Ed. ed.). Frank-
furt/Main: Suhrkamp.

Grice, H. P. (1975/1989).Studies in the way of words. Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard
University Press. First published (1975) in Cole & Morgan (eds.)Syntax and semantics:
Speech acts. Page numbers refer to the 1989 edition.



BIBLIOGRAPHY 257

Grimshaw, J. (1997). Projection, Heads, and Optimality.Linguistic Inquiry, 28(3), 373–
422.

Grimshaw, J. & Samek-Lodivici, V. (1998). Optimal Subjects and Subject Universals. In
P. Barbosa (Ed.),Is the Best good enough? Optimality and Competition in Syntax(pp.
193–220). MIT Press.
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Güldemann, T. (2003). Present Progressive vis-a-vis predication focus in Bantu: a verbal
category between semantics and pragmatics.Studies in Language, 27(2), 323–360.
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