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Term

focus in Kiitharaka (Bantu E54, Kenya) can be expressed by marking the focused

constituent by ni (n’ prevocalically and i preconsonantally) and placing it in clause-initial
position, as illustrated in (1) for the question word zz ‘who’.

1)

NG aglpéere rihtha rwa ghtaa ryi?

ni ad a-kl-pa-ire ridtha ri-a kl-ta-a  rl-0yi?
FOC/COP 1.who 1SM-PRS-give-PFV 1l.permission 11-CONN 15-fetch 11-water?
“Who gave you permission to fetch water?’

This initial focus construction has been analysed in two ways: Harford (1997) proposes an
analysis as a biclausal cleft, while Muriungi (2005) and Abels and Muriungi (2008) argue that
the structure is a monoclausal focus construction and propose a Focus projection in the left
periphery. New data force us to revisit these analyses, with interesting comparative insights.

Data

check. We systematically check a larger range of properties of the copula/focus marker,
relative marking, scope interpretations, and movement diagnostics of this construction,
summarised in the table:

FocP cleft Kiitharaka initial focus
used in predication not yes yes
necessarily
change for tense no yes no
5
€ | change for negation no yes yes
<
= - :
& | marker used in fragment yes only when | only oblig as answer to cleft
© elided cleft | question
marker used for any focus in any not no no
position necessarily
relative subject marker no yes optional
02
-z -Z | relative pronoun no yes/as in yes/optional
;TC:; § relative
relative tone no yes yes
reconstruction in negation yes no no
=
-% reconstruction in binding yes no no
5 . .
& | exhaustive meaning not yes yes
g necessarily
™ | use in thetics possible no yes?
= island sensitivity yes no yes
z E——
g cyclicity yes no (but) yes

Proposal. The overview shows that the initial focus construction is clearly undergoing change
but not to the extent Abels and Muriungi (2008, henceforth A&M) propose. Instead, we propose
a reduced cleft analysis:



1P

e This accounts for the facts that ni behaves as a
TP CP copula, the presence of relative marking on the
AN\ AN verb but absence of a relative pronoun, the
prom T/P\P O C/\TP reduced left periphery of the CP (lack of
i, }\ [tone] topicalisation), the extraction restrictions, and
Kimathi _~"\_ T Asp the fact that the material in the relative clause
Pr tm e S cannot scope over or bind constituents in the
to Asp VP predicative clause — see example (2), showing
[thilkire that there is no reconstruction of the pronoun

ti VP

under the quantifier and hence no A-bar
movement. All predictions of the proposed
structure are substantiated in the presentation.
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tx

(2) 1kaédna gaake tiratimaniire w’ dra maciari.
ni ka-ana ka-ake  tl-ra-timi-an-i-ire w-alira mi-ciari
FOC 12-child 12-P0sS.1 1PL.SM-YPST-send-RECP-IC-PFV 1-each 1-parent
‘It's his/herj+i child that we sent to [each parent]i.” (only non-distributive)

Preverbal ni-. Our proposal also necessitates a revision of the connection between i in the
initial focus construction and preverbal ni-. Some conjugations have an “optional” ni-
preceding the inflected verb, as in (3).

3) Bakithikiiria béegua nthiglirQ n’ ikliruruma.
ba-ki-thikiri-a ba-igua  n-thigrG ni  i-k-rurum-a
2SM-DEP-listen-FV 2SM-hear 9-earth FOC 9SM-PRS-shake-FV
‘When they listened, they felt that the earth was shaking.’

A&M propose that i in (1) and (3) is the same element. In our analysis, these must be different,
and indeed A&M’s arguments to treat them the same either do not hold up or can be
reinterpreted. For example, we disprove their generalisation that the present tense allomorphy
ri-/kii- in both its preverbal and initial focus use is determined by the presence/absence of ni-,
as well as their claim that both morphemes require ¢ adjacency — they do not.

Instead, we draw the comparison with the conjoint/disjoint alternation in other eastern Bantu
languages, inspired by Morimoto (2017): verbs without ni- function like the conjoint verb form
in 1) not being allowed clause-finally, 2) associating with a postverbal focus, 3) being used in
relative clauses, whereas the verbs with ni- are the parallel of the disjoint form in 1) having no
clause-final restrictions, 2) being used for predicate-centred focus, 3) incompatibility with
relatives. This comparative perspective helps us to understand not just the interpretational
differences of preverbal ni- but also what was previously interpreted as cyclicity effects
(Muriungi 2005).

Summary. The newly-discovered syntactic properties of the Kiitharaka initial focus
construction, together with the comparative Bantu view on verbal alternations, require a
revision of the synchronic analysis of this construction as a reduced cleft.
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