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The grammatical expression of focus
in West Chadic: Variation and uniformity
in and across languages*

MALTE ZIMMERMANN

Abstract

The article provides an overview of the grammatical realization of focus in
Sfour West Chadic languages (Chadic, Afro-Asiatic). The languages discussed
exhibit an intriguing crosslinguistic variation in the realization of focus, both
among themselves as well as compared to European intonation languages. They
also display language-internal variation in the formal realization of focus. The
West Chadic languages differ widely in their ways of expressing focus, which
range from syntactic over prosodic to morphological devices. In contrast to
European intonation languages, the focus marking systems of the West Chadic
languages are inconsistent in that focus is often not grammatically expressed,
but these inconsistencies are shown to be systematic. Subject foci (contrastive
or not) and contrastive nonsubject foci are always grammatically marked,
whereas information focus on nonsubjects need not be marked as such. The
absence of formal focus marking supports pragmatic theories of focus in terms
of contextual resolution. The special status of focused subjects and contrastive
foci is derived from the Contrastive Focus Hypothesis, which requires unex-
pected foci and unexpected focus contents to be marked as such, together with
the assumption that canonical subjects in West Chadic receive a default inter-
pretation as topics. Finally, I discuss certain focus ambiguities which are not
attested in intonation languages, nor do they follow on standard accounts of
focus marking, but which can be accounted for in terms of constraint interac-
tion in the formal expression of focus.

1. Introduction

Drawing on findings from original fieldwork and on existing accounts in the
literature, this article provides an overview of the grammatical realization of
focus in four West Chadic languages (Chadic, Afro-Asiatic), all of which are
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1164 M. Zimmermann

spoken in Northern Nigeria. The central objectives of the article are twofold:
To introduce new empirical data into the discussion of focus realization in the
languages of the world, and to highlight certain aspects of the focus marking
systems of these languages which are unexpected from the perspective of
European intonation languages, and which shed new light on existing theories
of focus marking. Empirically, I focus on the grammatical means used for
the formal expression of focus in these languages, which are shown to differ
widely across the four languages. I then turn to general differences between the
focus marking systems of West Chadic languages, on the one hand, and Euro-
pean intonation languages, on the other. In particular, the West Chadic lan-
guages under discussion exhibit language-internal variation in the formal
expression of focus: Information focus on nonsubjects frequently need not be
marked, whereas subject foci (contrastive or not) and contrastive nonsubject
foci are explicitly marked as such in the grammar. The frequent absence of
formal focus marking is taken as support for pragmatic theories of focus,
according to which focus must be contextually resolved. The special status of
contrastive foci and focused subjects is derived from the Contrastive Focus
Hypothesis, which requires unexpected focus constituents and focus meanings
to be marked as such, and from the assumption that canonical subjects in West
Chadic receive a default interpretation as topics. Finally, I discuss the emergence
of certain focus ambiguities which are not attested in intonation languages, nor
do they follow on standard accounts of focus marking, but which are accounted
for in terms of constraint interaction in the formal expression of focus.

1.1.  The languages

The languages to be discussed are Hausa, Tangale, Bole, and Guruntum, all of
which hail from the Western branch of the Chadic languages, according to
Newman’s (1977) classification. In addition, reference to other West Chadic
languages will be made where appropriate. West Chadic languages are mainly
spoken in Northern Nigeria. On top of their geographical closeness, the lan-
guages discussed here share a great number of typological properties. All four
languages are tone languages with two lexical tones, H (") and L (°), as well
as a falling (") (and sometimes a rising) contour tone. All languages have the
basic word order SVO and no morphological case marking. The argument sta-
tus of subjects and objects is thus mainly identified by their position relative
to the verb. The languages are aspect languages rather than tense languages
and encode aspectual information in form of TAM-markers, typically before
the verb. (1) shows an all-new sample sentence from each language, where
all-new means that the sentence is uttered out-of-the-blue or in response to
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a What happened?-question, where the focus domain comprises the entire
clause.!

(1) a. Hausa
Kandé tda dafa  kiifii
Kande 3sG.F.PERF cook fish
‘Kande cooked fish.’
b. Tangale

Laku  né swad  yilaa
Laku proGc hitting Yila
‘Laku is hitting Yila.’
(Kidda 1993: 122, ex.(36ii.b))
c. Bole
Lengi a  jii  kapp-a mordo
Lengi 3AGR PROG plant-NoM  millet
‘Lengi is planting millet.’
(Maina Gimba, p.c.)
d.  Gurantum
Audu  ba shi shau
Audu rroGeat food
‘Audu is eating food.’
(Haruna 2003: 121)

The choice of the four languages for this article was mainly determined by the
fact that their focus marking systems differ and pattern alike in intriguing ways.
A closer inspection of these systems will thus shed more light onto the question
of which aspects of the grammatical realization of focus are universal, and
which ones are language specific.?

1.2.  Central observations

The following three observations concerning the explicit realization of focus in
West Chadic are of particular importance to the discussion of focus in general.
To begin with, the realization of focus is subject to crosslinguistic variation,
even among closely related languages. As will be shown in Section 2, Hausa
expresses focus syntactically, Tangale does so prosodically, Bole by means of
a mixture of syntactic and morphological means, and Guruntum marks focus
morphologically. The observed differences give rise to the general question of
how to account for such parametric variation?

Second, the grammatical focus marking systems of these languages are two-
way split systems, with the splits occurring along two independent dimensions.
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The first split concerns the grammatical function of the focus constituent.
Three of the four languages discussed, namely Hausa, Tangale, and Bole, ex-
hibit a subject[nonsubject split in the formal expression of focus. In these lan-
guages, focused subjects are always unambiguously marked as such, whereas
the formal expression of focus on nonsubjects either depends on discourse-
semantic factors (Hausa, Bole), or is — in certain environments — altogether
excluded by independent formal properties of the language (Tangale). In Hausa
and Bole, focus on nonsubjects is only explicitly marked with special instances
of focus, namely with instances of contrastive or emphatic focus (see Section
1.3 below). In Tangale, by contrast, the split between subjects and nonsub-
jects only shows up in certain structural environments (imperfective clauses)
and appears to be conditioned by grammatical factors. While focus is sys-
tematically marked in perfective clauses, its formal expression in imperfec-
tive clauses is categorically blocked by the specific morphosyntactic form of
such clauses. To make matters more complicated still, the fourth language,
Guruntum, differs from the other three in that it exhibits obligatory focus
marking on subjects and nonsubjects alike. Guruntum is thus quite similar to
intonation languages, which always mark focus by means of a nuclear pitch
accent.

The second split is only partly related to the first and concerns the pragmatic
type of focus. All the languages under discussion make a difference between
the expression of information focus and the expression of contrastive, or em-
phatic, focus. Simplifying somewhat, contrastive focus must be grammatically
marked, while information focus tends to be unmarked in the languages under
discussion. This means that sentences with information foci typically occur in
their canonical form without additional focus marking. In Guruntum, which
obligatorily expresses focus on all constituents, things are slightly different in
that contrastive focus on nonsubjects is marked by a clefting strategy in addi-
tion to regular focus marking. From a crosslinguistic perspective, these find-
ings are interesting since the observable differences in the grammatical expres-
sion of information and contrastive focus in these languages are not quantitative,
but qualitative in nature — unlike in intonation languages, where one finds at
best a gradual difference between the focus accents used for signaling informa-
tion foci and contrastive foci, respectively (Bolinger 1961, 1989; Lambrecht
1994; Gibbon 1998; Alter et al. 2001). By contrast, the West Chadic languages
under discussion employ readily identifiable syntactic or morphological strate-
gies for marking contrastive foci. Finally, the distinction between information
and contrastive focus is only visible on nonsubjects, since focus on subjects is
always marked; see in particular Section 3.3 for data and explicit discussion of
this point. The interaction between the two orthogonal split systems gives rise
to the following preliminary cross-classification, which will be slightly revised
in Section 3.3:
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Table 1. Information and contrastive focus on subjects and nonsubjects in West Chadic

contrastive focus information focus
subject marked marked
nonsubject marked (Guruntum: doubly marked) unmarked (Guruntum: marked)

The existence of the bottom-right cell is surprising from the perspective of
intonation languages, in which the marking of all kinds of foci is taken to be
obligatory; see, for instance, Selkirk (1984, 1995). Crosslinguistically, how-
ever, a parallel lack of explicit marking of (information) focus on nonsubjects
has been observed for a range of languages; see, for instance, Sabel and Zeller
(2006) on the Bantu language Nguni, Zerbian (2006) on the Bantu language
Northern Sotho, and Fiedler et al. (2010) on Gur and Kwa languages. Apart
from the question of what conditions trigger the absence of information focus
marking on nonsubjects, Table 1 raises a number of additional questions con-
cerning the grammatical realization of focus in natural languages: (i) What is
the reason for the subject bias in the expression of focus?; (ii) Is this subject
bias a universal property of natural languages, or specific to (a subset of ) the
African languages?; (iii) Does the categorical grammatical distinction between
contrastive and information focus reflect a similar categorical distinction at the
level of information structure?; (iv) What is the pragmatic or semantic essence
of contrastive foci, such that it must be clearly signalled in many languages of
the world; see, for instance, Vallduvi and Vilkuna (1998) on Finnish, and Ken-
esei (2006) and Suranyi (to appear) on Hungarian. Since contrastive (nonsub-
ject) foci are morphosyntactically marked in West Chadic, and as such are easy
to identify, it is hoped that their closer inspection will help in the task of speci-
fying the exact contextual conditions and background assumptions that govern
the use of contrastive foci in these languages, and crosslinguistically.

The third interesting aspect of the focus marking systems to be discussed is
the emergence of focus ambiguities that derive from structural constraints on the
grammatical placement of the focus marking device. It shows that some of the
languages under discussion exhibit focus ambiguities that are not predicted to
be possible on existing theories of (prosodic) focus marking (e.g., Selkirk 1984,
1995), which are largely formulated on the basis of European intonation lan-
guages. In particular, Tangale and Guruntim exhibit a curious focus ambiguity
between narrow focus on the verb and narrow focus on the direct object DP.

Taken together, the findings from this article constitute ample support for
pragmatic approaches to focus, according to which the resolution of focus am-
biguities, and more generally of focus as such, does not depend so much on
grammatical factors, such as, for instance, overt focus marking and the perco-
lation of F-features, but rather on contextual factors; see, for instance, Rooth
(1992, 1996), Biiring (2006, 2007), and Féry (2008), among others.
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The article is organized as follows. The remainder of the introductory sec-
tion gives a more precise characterization of the information-structural catego-
ries of focus, information focus, and contrastive focus. Section 2 introduces the
different strategies of grammatical focus realization found in West Chadic.
Section 3 discusses the (optional) absence of explicit focus marking on non-
subjects in Hausa, Bole, and Tangale, as well as the obligatory presence of
focus marking on subjects. It also puts forward a new perspective on the
relation between different pragmatic types of focus, that is, information and
contrastive focus, and their grammatical realization in terms of canonical and
marked structures, respectively. Section 4 discusses the grammatical under-
determination of focus in West Chadic and the emergence of focus ambiguities
that arise from the interaction of information-structural and general structural
constraints on the placement of focus markers. Section 5 concludes by sum-
ming up the implications of the empirical findings for a general theory of focus
marking in natural languages.

1.3.  Focus, information focus and contrastive focus

In this article, focus is understood as an information-structural category which
helps in identifying a set of explicit or implicit propositional alternatives that
are salient in the context; cf. Rooth (1992), Krifka (2008). This set of focus
alternatives plays a crucial role in the dynamic interpretation of an utterance in
a given discourse situation. By narrowing down the list of potential candidates
that have to be considered for inclusion into the Common Ground (Stalnaker
1978, Roberts 2004), focus alternatives thus significantly facilitate the task
of information update between speaker and hearer (Zimmermann and Onéa
2011). This broad conception of focus as inducing alternatives subsumes two
special uses of focus, namely information focus and contrastive focus; see
Rochemont (1986) and Aboh (2007), among many others. The view taken
here thus differs from alternative accounts according to which only instances
of contrastive focus evoke the existence of (relevant) alternatives; see, for
instance, E. Kiss (1998), and Kratzer and Selkirk (2007) for proposals along
these lines.

Viewed from the perspective of alternative semantics, the role of informa-
tion focus exhausts itself in supplying a specific value from a set of alternatives
A in an unbiased discourse context, which is typically set up by means of a
preceding (implicit) question.

(2) Q: Whatdid Hawwa cook? (A = {bananas, cassava, beans, maize,
fish, ...}
A: Hawwa cooked [FISH],.
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In the case of (2), the meaning of the question together with the utterance con-
text provides a range of alternatives from which the actual new information to
be added to the Common Ground is chosen. The question-answer pair method
illustrated in (2) figured prominently in the elicitation of the focus data from
West Chadic to be discussed below.

Instances of contrastive focus are like information foci in that they, too, sup-
ply a specific value from a set of alternatives (Delin and Oberlander 1995), but
contrastive foci have another discourse-semantic function besides. Not only do
they provide a value for the focus constituent, but, in addition, they indicate the
existence of a contrast between the denotation of the focus constituent and one
or more of its alternatives that are considered as strong contenders for inclusion
into the Common Ground, either because of the preceding utterance context or
because of general world knowledge. Contrastive foci are typically found in
corrective statements, such as (3aB), in which the meaning of the focus con-
stituent replaces an alternative that is a strong contestant for inclusion into the
Common Ground, as it has been explicitly proffered by speaker A in the pre-
ceding discourse; cf. Umbach (2004). Contrastive foci also occur in answers to
wh-questions in which the ordinary denotation of the focus constituent can be
taken to be less expected, or more surprising, than some of its implicit alterna-
tives, due to general world knowledge. Because of their special discourse-
semantic function, contrastive foci are typically realized in a noncanonical
way. For instance, contrastive foci in English tend to be realized by contrastive
pitch accents; see Bolinger (1961) for an early discussion.

(3) a. A: Hawwa cooked beans.
B: No, Hawwa cooked [FISH], ..
b. Q: Whatdid Hawwa cook?
A: Hawwa cooked [CROCODILE], ..

How should the notion of contrastive focus be modeled? In most treatments,
contrast is simply understood as co-membership in the set of focus alternatives,
but this simple kind of contrast is already implicit in the general alternative-
based definition of focus and therefore will not do for our purposes. As an
alternative, I submit that the use of contrastive focus marking on a focus con-
stituent indicates a speaker-hearer mismatch that obtains whenever there is a
conflict between the information asserted by the speaker and the (supposed)
background assumptions of the hearer. To be concrete, the use of a contrastively
marked focus constituent o by the speaker expresses a contrast between the
information conveyed by the speaker in asserting o and the assumed expecta-
tion state of the hearer (Zimmermann 2008):3

(4) Contrastive Focus Hypothesis (CFH):
Contrastive focus marking on a focus constituent o is required if the
speaker has reason to believe that the hearer will nof consider (i.) the
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content of a, or (ii.) the information-structural status of a as the focus of
the utterance as likely to be(come) part of the Common Ground.

According to (4i), a speaker will use a noncanonical contrastive marking on a
focus constituent a if she has reason to suspect that the hearer does not expect
the assertion of o as likely to be included into the Common Ground. Because
of this, the speaker uses a non-canonical structure, that is, a structure that is
grammatically marked in some way in order to guide the hearer’s attention
to the perceived mismatch, and thus to facilitate updating of the Common
Ground with the contested new information.* The reference to the unexpected
information-structural status of a as the focus of the utterance in (4ii) becomes
relevant in Section 3.3, where it is required in order to account for the manda-
tory marking of focus on subjects, which — again — contributes to facilitating
the updating of the Common Ground. Notice, too, that the CFH only makes a
claim about the formal marking of focus constituents, the denotation of which
is not yet part of the Common Ground, and hence not activated (Beaver and
Clark 2008). Crucially, it makes no predictions concerning the formal realiza-
tion of contrastive topics, which intuitively also appear to rely on a concept of
alternatives, but which differ from contrastive foci in that they — as with other
kinds of topics — refer to a set of contextually salient, or activated, discourse
referents that already form part of the Common Ground in the generalized
conception of Roberts (2004), and which provide an address under which new
information can be stored (Krifka 2008).

2. Strategies of focus realization

Given the characterization of focus as an information-structural category from
Section 1.3, it is necessary to distinguish between focus and the grammatical
realization of focus by means of special focus marking devices, which may be
syntactic, prosodic, or morphological in nature. Alternatively, a focus constitu-
ent may also be realized without any special grammatical marking. In the for-
mer case, the focus constituent is explicitly marked as such. In the latter case,
the resulting sentence takes the form of a canonical (all-new) clause with a
maximally underspecified focus-background structure. In this section, I intro-
duce the different grammatical strategies of realizing focus explicitly in West
Chadic. As will be shown, the languages under discussion mark focus by a va-
riety of grammatical means, including syntactic, prosodic, and morphological
devices. At the same time, the languages have in common that there is a single
preferred grammatical strategy for realizing focus whenever focus is overtly
expressed. This preferred strategy may be accompanied by other grammatical
processes, but, crucially, focus cannot be realized without it.
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Before we look at the individual languages and strategies of focus realization
in detail, it is worth pointing out, again, that information focus need not be ex-
plicitly marked on nonsubjects in many of the languages under discussion, quite
unlike what is found in intonation languages like English (Selkirk 1984, 1995).
In such cases, the information-structural prominence of the (information) focus
constituent is not reflected in the form of an absolute grammatical (i.e., pro-
sodic, syntactic, or morphological) marking. In the following, whenever I refer
to the grammatical realization of focus, or the preferred strategy of focus real-
ization in West Chadic, I refer to the question of how focus is realized if it is
grammatically expressed in the form of a noncanonical structure, leaving open
the possibility that an explicit formal realization of focus is altogether absent;
see Zerbian (2006), Hartmann and Zimmermann (2007a), Fiedler et al. (2010),
Biiring (2010), for further discussion of the absence of formal focus marking.

2.1. Hausa: Syntax

Hausa marks focus syntactically by A’-moving the focus constituent to a left-
peripheral focus position (Tuller 1986, Wolff 1993, Green 1997, Newman 2000,
Jaggar 2001). Compare the fronted focused object DP in (5a) with the neutral
all-new sentence in (1a). As is typical of A'-movement, the fronted constituent
must be a maximal projection. Moreover, focus movement is accompanied by
a change in the form of the TAM-marker from absolute to relative in the pro-
gressive and perfective aspect. According to Tuller (1986), the relative form of
the TAM-marker generally indicates the application of A'-movement, as it is
not only found with fronted foci, but also in wh-questions and relative clauses.
Consequently, the absolute TAM-marker taa from (1a) is replaced by its rela-
tive variant ta in (5). The obligatory presence of the relative TAM-marker fa in
(5b) shows that focus on subjects, which are canonically realized in sentence-
initial position, is realized in the form of vacuous movement (Green and Jaggar
2003, Jaggar 2006).6

(5) a. O-focus

Kiifii; (née) Kandé ta dafaa t,.
fish PRT.M Kande 3SG.F.PERF.REL cook
‘Kande cooked risH.’
b. S-focus
Kandé, (cee)t; td / *taa dafa  kiifii.
Kande PrT.F 3SG.F.PERF.REL  3SG.F.PERF cook fish

‘KANDE cooked fish.’

The fronting strategy is found not only with arguments and adjuncts, but also
with VPs. However, the verbal head of the VP must be nominalized for the VP
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to undergo such focus fronting (Newman 2000: 193), cf. (6b). Fronting of a
finite VP, as in (6c¢), is ruled out.

(6) a. all-new
Muusada yda karanta littaafii
Musa 3sG.PERF read  book
‘Musa read a book.’

b. VP-focus
Karaati-n littaafii  (née) ya yi
reading-of book PRT 3SG.PERF.REL do
‘Reading a book is what he did.’

c. Karanta littdafii (née) ya *i)
read book PRT 3SG.PERF.REL do

The data in (6) show that the fronted constituent is optionally followed by a
focus-sensitive particle nee(masc.)|cee(fem.). Moreover, Leben et al. (1989)
observe that focus fronting is accompanied by a prosodic process of H-tone
raising, which raises the pitch of any H-tone on the fronted constituent to an
extra-high level. Summing up, focus in Hausa is often expressed by means of
several grammatical devices at the same time, namely syntactically (fronting),
morphologically (TAM-morphology, focus particle), and prosodically (H-tone
raising). Nonetheless, syntactic fronting is the prime means of expressing focus
in Hausa in that it must apply whenever focus is expressed overtly. The other
processes are either optional companions to focus fronting, as is the case with
the focus particles, which are inserted for independent semantic reasons (Hart-
mann and Zimmermann 2007¢), or they arise as a direct consequence of the
fronting operation (TAM-morphology, H-tone raising).

2.2. Tangale: Prosody and syntax

Tangale marks focus prosodically in the form of a phonological phrase (¢)-
boundary, which is typically inserted right before the focus constituent (Ken-
stowicz 1985, Tuller 1992). The presence of @-boundaries results in the block-
ing of certain tonal and segmental processes that would apply in the absence of
such boundaries. Two of these are vowel elision (VE) and left line delinking
(LLD) (Kenstowicz 1985, Tuller 1992).7 VE deletes the final vowel of stems
or words that are in a close syntactic relationship (e.g., sisterhood) with some
following phonological material. In Tangale, VE typically detaches the final
vowel of a verb before the following direct object, and LLD detaches H-tones
that have spread to the right from their original tone-bearing unit. Both pro-
cesses are illustrated in the all-new sentence in (7a), where the application
of VE and LLD affects the surface realization of the underlying verbal form
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wai-go ‘sell-pERF’: VE deletes the final vowel of the suffix —go. LLD detaches
the H-tone of the suffix —go after H-spreading onto the following object landa.
The resulting surface form after vowel epenthesis of u for phonotactic reasons
is wayug. The application of both processes, which is illustrated schematically
in (7b), shows that verb and object are not separated by a @-boundary in all-
new sentences.

(7) all-new
a. Lak way-ug landa
Lak sell-pErRr dress

‘Laku sold a dresss.’

b. Wél-g() + 7 VE +LLD wai-g 4+ u-epenthesis Wé.y-ilg +
In the object focus sentence (8), by contrast, both VE and LLD fail to apply,
such that the verb surfaces in its underlying form wai-go. This shows that fo-

cused objects are separated from the preceding verb by a @-boundary:

8) Q: Lak wai-go )p nay?
Laku sell-pERF  what
‘What did Laku sell?’
A:  O-focus
Lak wai-go ) landa
Laku sell-pErr  dress
‘Laku sold [a DRESS].”

While the focus-indicating ¢-boundary precedes focused nonsubjects in
their canonical base position, focused subjects cannot occur in the canonical
sentence-initial position. Instead, they must invert to a postverbal position, i.e.,
either to the sentence-final position, or to a position immediately following the
object, but separated from it by a prosodic boundary (Kenstowicz 1985, Tuller
1992, Hartmann and Zimmermann 2007b). In (9a) from Kidda (1993: 131, ex.
47), the prosodic boundary before the subject DP is evidenced by the blocking
of final decontouring on the pre-boundary vowel é¢ from HL to HH; see Note 7.
(9Db) illustrates the two possible realizations of focused subjects directly behind
the object or in sentence-final position, respectively (examples from Tuller
1992: 307, 322, without tones).

9) a. Q: pad-go  taabée)p noy?
buy-pERF tobacco  who

‘Who bought tobacco?’
A: pad-go  taabéé)p kai
buy-pERF tobacco  Kai

‘KAl bought tobacco.’
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b. wa patu ayaba  (nupy) ta luumo  dooji (nuy)?
FUT buy banana who atmarket tomorrow who
‘Who will buy bananas at the market tomorrow?’

The inversion of focused subjects to a postverbal position has alternatively been
analyzed in terms of right adjunction (Kenstowicz 1985), cf. (10a), or in terms
of movement to a designated focus position (Tuller 1992), which can be either
SpecCP, cf. (10bi), or a position at the left edge of VP. In the latter case, move-
ment of the focused subject is accompanied by subsequent movement of the
V-+O-complex to I, cf. (10bii).

(10) a. [ip [1p tsuss V O ] Sgoc |
bi.  [cp[ts V O XP] Sgoc]

bii.  [;p[V+O] [vp Sroc [y ts tv+o 111

With regard to the inversion of focused subjects, Tangale resembles the Ro-
mance languages Spanish and Italian. Not surprisingly, then, the analysis in
(10bii) is similar in spirit to Samek-Lodovici’s (2005) account of focused sub-
jectinversion in Italian, whereas the analyses in (10a) and (10bi) resemble more
closely Zubizaretta’s (1998) account of focused subject inversion in Spanish.
According to Zubizaretta, the syntactic reordering of focused subjects is ulti-
mately driven by prosodic requirements ( p-movement), namely by the need for
the focused subject to occur in sentence-final position where it can be assigned
the main accent. In parallel fashion, the postverbal realization of focused sub-
jects in Tangale may be linked to the fact that Tangale realizes focus by means
of prosodic boundaries; see also Note 17. Since a subject in default initial posi-
tion is always preceded by a prosodic boundary, one could not tell whether the
subject is focused or not. Whence comes the need for focused subjects to invert
to a position in which they can be unambiguously marked for focus by means
of a preceding @-boundary (Zimmermann 2006b). While this line of reasoning
does not exclude the possibility of a purely syntax-internal motivation for sub-
ject inversion, it tentatively suggests that the inversion of focused subjects in
Tangale is ultimately conditioned by prosodic factors and the need for un-
ambiguous focus marking on subjects; cf. Fiedler et al. (2010). Section 2.4
provides additional arguments to the effect that subject inversion in Tangale
does not involve syntactic clefting, nor does it in Bole, to which we turn next.

2.3. Bole: Morphology and syntax
Bole has a split system of explicit focus marking, making use of both morpho-

logical and syntactic means in the realization of focus. Focus on nonsubjects is
realized morphologically by means of a morphological marker yé, which pre-
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cedes the focus constituent (Gimba 2005). Compare the all-new sentence (1c)
from above with instances of O-focus and locative ADJ-focus in (11ab) (all the
Bole data provided by Maina Gimba, p.c.):

(11) a. O-Focus
Q: Lengi a jii  kapp-a yé le?
Lengi 3AGR  PROG plant-NoM PRT what
‘What is Lengi planting?’
A: Léngi a Jii  kapp-a yé  mordo
Lengi 3aAGR  PROG plant-Nom PRT millet
‘Lengi is planting MILLET.”
b. ADJ-focus
Q: Leéngia Jii kapp-a  mordo yé ga aw?
Lengi 3aGR  PROG plant-Nom millet PRT rOC where
‘Where is Lengi planting the millet?”’
A: Léngia Jii kapp-a  mordo yé ga  gaa koori
Lengi 3AGR  PROG plant-Nom millet pPRT LOC farm
‘Lengi is planting the millet ON THE FARM.’

Crucially, the sentences in (11b) would retain their word order even if focus
were shifted to the direct object, which suggests that the focused constituents
in (11ab) are indeed located in situ instead of, say, being (vacuously) moved to
some right peripheral position. Moreover, notice that yé acts as a background
marker on the preceding material, rather than as a focus marker on the material
following (Schuh 2005). Prosodically, yé is restricted to occur at the right edge
of phonological phrases, as are other functional elements, such as, for instance,
the negation marker sa. From this, it follows that the focus constituents in
(11ab) are preceded by a prosodic ¢-boundary in addition to the morphological
marker.®
In contrast to the focused nonsubjects in (11ab), focused subjects do not

occur in their canonical (i.e., preverbal) position. Instead, they must invert
and occur in a right-peripheral position, similar to what happens in Tangale,
cf. (12):
(12) Q: 4 jii  kapp-a  mordo yé  10?

3AGR PROG plant-Nom millet PRT who

‘Who is planting the millet?’

A A Jii  kapp-a  mordo yé  Léngi
(3aGR)  PROG plant-NoM millet  prT Lengi
‘LENGI is planting the millet.’

Although postverbal focused subjects are for the most part preceded by the yeé-
marker (especially with transitive verbs), the latter is not obligatory, at least
with intransitive verbs (Russell Schuh p.c.); see also (35) in 3.3. From this, I
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conclude that Bole has two largely independent means of realizing focus: Focus
on nonsubjects is realized morphologically by means of the background marker
yé, whereas focus on subjects is realized syntactically by means of subject in-
version. As in Tangale, the postposed subject does not prosodically integrate
with the rest of the clause, but must be preceded by a prosodic boundary.

2.4. Subject inversion in Tangale and Bole # (Pseudo-)Clefting

Looking only at the Tangale focus data in (8) and (9), and in particular at the
Bole focus data in (11) and (12), one could get the erroneous impression that
the realization of (subject) focus in these languages relies on a syntactic strat-
egy of clefting or pseudoclefting, as illustrated by the English example in (13a).
Accordingly, one might be tempted to assign to the Bole sentence (12A) the
incorrect syntactic structure in (13b), in which the backgrounded material is
realized in form of an (empty headed) relative clause construction introduced
by the marker yé, which would now be analyzed as a relative marker.

(13) a. [pp(The one) that is planting the millet] is Lengi.
b. Incorrect structure for (124):
[[A jii kipp-a mordd ]yé ] Lengip
3AGR PROG plant-Nom millet PRT Lengi

Analyses along these lines have been proposed for a number of African lan-
guages; see, for instance, Frascarelli (2010) on Somali, and Zerbian (2006) on
Northern Sotho, where focused subjects are syntactically realized by means of
clefting. However, the following data show that an analysis of (subject) focus
realization in Bole and Tangale in terms of clefting or pseudoclefting cannot be
correct.

Observe first that the background marker yé in Bole is not identical to the
relative marker /a, which must furthermore precede the relative clause, as
shown in (14).°

(14) Bole
In  gémiu a [ meemu [la Bamdi éesungoo] yée ]
1sG  met with  man REL Bamoi called DEF

‘I met the person that Bamoi called.’

We conclude that the Bole sentences in (11) and (12) do not involve an empty-
headed relative clause.

Second, inverted subjects and other focus constituents in postverbal position
can be followed by additional background material in both languages. This is
shown for Tangale in (15a) from Tuller (1992: 307, ex. (4b)), without tones,
and for Bole in (15b):
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(15) a. Tangale

wa patu ayaba)p nuy taluumo  dooji

FUT buy banana  who at market tomorrow

‘Who will buy bananas at the market tomorrow?’

b. Bole

Q: Who is planting the millet at the farm?

A: A jii kappa mords yé Léngi ga gdakoori *(yé)
3sG 1F plant millet prT Lengi in farm PRT
‘LENGI is planting the millet at the farm.’

The fact that backgrounded material can both precede and follow the focus
constituent in (15ab) provides further evidence against an analysis of subject
inversion in terms of a cleft construction, in which the background material
typically forms a single constituent, such as, for instance, a relative clause.
Moreover, the obligatory double occurrence of the Bole marker yé in (15bA)
and in the object focus case in (16) shows that this expression indeed functions
as a background marker preceding or following the focus constituent.!?

(16) Q: What did Lengi plant yesterday?
A: (Léngi kapp-ak yé) mordo (nzono yé).
Lengi plant-pERF.F PRT millet  yesterday PRT

‘Lengi planted MILLET yesterday.’

Finally, sentences with focused subject inversion in Tangale differ semantically
from their cleft or pseudocleft counterparts, which are also available in this
language: Both the cleft sentence in (17A1) and the pseudocleft sentence