Dogon focalization
Focalization defined


Focalization is a morphosyntactic process whereby a constituent (generally a NP or adverb) is pragmatically highlighted, while the remainder of the clause is treated as background.


In English, constituent focalization is expressed either by screaming (I ate the meat, not the rice!), or by using any of several cleft constructions: It was the meat (not the rice) that I ate [cleft]; What I ate was the meat [pseudo-cleft]; The meat is what I ate [inverted pseudo-cleft].

Because of the ambiguity of English 'It was the meat that I ate', i.e. bracketable either as 'It was [the meat]x (focus) that [I ate (x]' or as 'It (e.g. the problem) was [the meatx that I ate (x]', to avoid confusion our general practice in free translations of Dogon examples is to underline the focalized constituent and add "(focus)" in parentheses.


WH questions (i.e. content interrogatives) by their very nature semantically focalize the questioned constituent (NP or adverb). For example, in 'What did you eat?' the speaker and addressee share the knowledge or assumption that the addressee ate something, and the identity of this food is the issue. Full-clause responses to WH questions are likewise naturally focalized semantically. However, content questions and responses need not be morphosyntactically focalized.


Constituent focalization is much more common in positive than in negative clauses. For example, The meat is what I didn't eat, while meaningful in special contexts, is unusual.


Most of the following discussion concerns NP (and adverbial) focalization. It is expressed in Dogon languages by one or both of the following a) attaching an 'it is' clitic or a Focus morpheme to the focalized constituent; and b) modifying the form of the verb to index the presence of a focalized constituent. Subject focalization ('It was Seydou [focus] who hit me') is sometimes sharply distinguished morphosyntactically from focalization of a non-subject such as a direct object ('It was me who Seydou hit').

Verb/VP focalization, and (epistemic) clausal focalization, are briefly treated at the end of this discussion.

'it is' clitic after focalized constituent

The identificational copula clitic ('it is X') and its negative counterpart ('it is not X'), which should not be confused with existential-locational 'X (not) be (somewhere)', occur in both subject and non-subject constituent focalizations in some Dogon languages. This construction resembles the English clefts mentioned above. For more details about the form of the clitics in their 'it is X' or 'it is not X' functions, see the separate discussion "Dogon identificational 'it is X'".

The languages that use the 'it is' clitic with focalized constituents, and the primary form (omitting allomorphs), are these:

language
'it is' clitic (also used in focalization)

Beni
(m


Jamsay
(ii, (y


Beni (m 'it is' is actually rarely used after a focalized noun (other than a personal name), probably because it might be confused with Animate Singular suffix -m. It is, however, very common with focalized personal pronouns, demonstratives, and personal names, i.e. in environments where the AnSg suffix does not occur.
Focus morphemes other than 'it is' clitic (Tabi-Sarinyere)

In Tabi-Sarinyere, a Subject Focus particle directly follows a focalized subject, unless this NP is directly adjacent to the verb. The SFoc particle is kO (L‑toned), optionally becoming kE (L‑toned) when the subject is plural. Although these particles are used even after focalized 1st/2nd person pronouns, they are clearly related to (but tonally distinct from) the Nonhuman Singular and Nonhuman Plural pronouns. These pronouns have slightly different forms in various grammatical functions, but NonhSg kO and NonhPl kE (both H-toned) are the forms used in direct-object function.

In Najamba, the optional Focus morpheme /yaa/ (L-toned) follows a focalized constituent in any grammatical function.
no Focus morpheme (Nanga)

No Focus morpheme was observed in Nanga following a constituent that appears to be semantically highlighted (e.g. the WH interrogative in content questions). There is no explicit morphological marking of the focalized constituent, but a modification of the verbal inflection (as sketched below) may index focalization.

case-marking on focalized NP

This issue arises with respect to those languages that have a morphologically marked Accusative case (suffix or enclitic).


In Nanga, Beni, and Najamba (i.e. in the three languages studied to date that have Accusative case-marking), the Accusative marker is unaffected by focalization. This morpheme is optional, both in unfocalized main clauses and in focalized counterparts. For examploe, unfocalized [man(-Accus) see-Perf-1SgS] 'I saw a man' becomes focalized [man(-Accus) see-Perf-1SgS] 'A man [focus] is what I saw'.

This pattern strongly suggests that focalization in these languages (and, perhaps, in other closely related Dogon languages where this test does not apply) does not involve extraction.
modification of verb to index presence of focalized constituent


In most languages (other than Najamba subject focalization, on which see below), the verb in a focalized clause more or less retains the AN (aspect-negation) and pronominal-suffix inflection that it would have in an unfocalized clause. However, there are some modifications in the form of the verb, the details varying by language: a) neutralization of aspectual subcategories (for example, two or three suffixally marked AN categories in the perfective positive subsystem are neutralized by generalizing one of them); b) suffixally marked perfective positive AN suffixes are omitted, resulting in an unsuffixed Perfective; c) omission of initial Cv- reduplication; d) tone-dropping; e) in subject focalization only, neutralization of pronominal-subject categories expressed (redundantly) in the verb.

Regarding AN suffixation (and reduplication), the situation is summarized (with some oversimplifications) as follows: 


language
changes in AN suffixation
tone-dropping


Beni
unsuffixed Perfective generalizes
Perfective, PerfNeg


unsuffixed Imperfective generalizes (unreduplicated)

Jamsay
unsuffixed Perfective generalizes
Perf, PerfNeg, ImpfNeg


Nanga
unsuffixed Perfective generalizes
Perf, PerfNeg, ImpfNeg


Tabi-Sarinyere
Perfective-II -sO- (L-toned) generalizes
[none]


Najamba
unsuffixed Perfective generalizes
Perf, PerfNeg, Present, PresentNeg


Since the modification in the AN marking is associated with the presence of a non-verb constituent that bears focus earlier in the clause, this AN modification may be interpreted as a morphological de‑focalization of the verb (and, implicitly, the remainder of the clause).



In Tabi-Sarinyere, if the focalized NP is the subject, it is alternatively possible to convert the (elsewhere temporally dynamic) verb into stative form, with final /da/ (L‑toned) 'be'.

In several of the languages, pronominal-subject categories in the inflected verb are partially or fully neutralized (usually to zero, which is indistinguishable from regular 3Sg subject marking) when the subject is focalized. Since the focalized subject is obligatorily expressed earlier in the clause, such neutralization in the final suffix position of the clause-final verb poses no parsing problems for listeners.

language
3Sg/3Pl subject
1st/2nd subject
a)
Nanga
no change
no change

b)
Beni
no change
→ 3Sg (zero or -m)

Jamsay
zero (="3Sg")
zero (="3Sg")


Tabi-Sarinyere
zero
[n.a.]
c)
Najamba


 
Perfective positive
zero ("3Sg") 
zero ("3Sg")



other AN categories
invariant participle
invariant participle


Note that Beni distinguishes 3Sg from 3Pl subjects in the inflected verb, but all singular and plural 1st/2nd person categories are replaced by 3Sg.


In Tabi-Sarinyere, 1st/2nd person subject is not marked on the verb even in unfocalized main clauses, so the issue of neutralization is moot. 3rd person subject-marking, which does occur in unfocalized clauses and is nonzero for all ([±human] x Sg/Pl] third-person categories, is zeroed under subject focalization.

Najamba subject-focus participles

In Najamba, non-subject focalization works basically as in the other languages. In particular, the verb has the same form as it would in a corresponding unfocalized clause. In both subject and non-subject focalization, the optional Focus particle /yaa/ (L‑toned) follows the focalized constituent.

In subject relatives ('it was Seydou [focus] who hit me'), the verb is replaced by the following: a) in the perfective positive subsystem, by an unsuffixed Perfective stem with invariant zero "3Sg" pronominal-subject ending regardless of the actual category of the subject; b) in other subsystems, by a special set of participial forms, consisting of the relevant AN-suffixed verb stem (Present, Future, Perfective Negative, Present Negative, Future Negative, etc.) plus an invariant participial ending -ee or -EE (depending on ATR-Harmony). Such participles resemble, but are not identical to, participles that occur in subject relatives. Among other differences, each subject-relative participle (unlike Focus participles) has two forms, due to agreement (in nominal features, including number) with the head NP.
verb or VP focalization


Verb or VP focalization is more difficult to express as a simple focalization. In English, What did you do? is based on a default transitive verb [do X], but only its nominal complement (what) is syntactically focalized. In Dogon the relevant phrasing is 'do how?'. Of course 'how?' can be focalized, but there is no morphological focalization of the 'do' verb.
clausal (epistemic) focalization


Clausal focalization in a main clause is equivalent to epistemic emphasis, i.e. insisting on the truth (or falseness) of an assertion: I did deliver the package; I did not deliver the package.


Each Dogon language has a few clause-final Emphatic morphemes of this pragmatic type, with various nuances, but they are not closely related to the constituent focalization system.


It is also possible to focalize a subordinated clause that functions as a NP‑like or adverb-like function in the larger sentence. This is unsurprising, and can be considered just a special case of NP or adverb focalization. However, textual examples of focalized subordinated clauses are infrequent.
Existential particle yv and focalization

The Existential particle (Beni ya, Jamsay yE) occurs primarily in existential-locational predications ('X is here') and in possessive predications ('X has Y').

The distribution of this particle, which is sensitive (among other things) to the presence of a focalized constituent, is discussed in the separate discussion "Dogon Existential yv". 
