Abstract 

This paper discusses the strategies that are employed to mark focus in Sɩsaalɩ, a Gur (Mabia) language spoken in the Upper west of Ghana and in some parts of Burkina Faso. The various strategies that are used to mark focus on subjects, objects, adjuncts, verbs and adjectives are discussed. It is observed that the morpho-syntax method of marking focus is the most productive way of focusing in Sɩsaalɩ. The particles nɛ and rɛ are identified as focus markers in the language. The use of either of these is greatly motivated by the phonological environment of the focused constituent; rɛ focus marks constituents that end in vowels while nɛ is used when the constituent ends in a consonant. It is a mandatory requirement that all focused elements are moved to the pre-sentential position (left periphery). Also, the focusing of verbs involves nominalization of the verb, moving it to the clause initial position, and introducing the focus markers. A copy of the verb is however left at the TP of the clause. As observed for the verbs, focusing of adjectives also involves nominalizing the adjective, moving it to the sentence initial position to be focus marked and retaining a copy of the adjective at the base position. Data for this work was elicited from native speakers and analyzed descriptively with less theoretical issues. Though focus marking has been extensively discussed in other languages throughout the world, there is no known work on focus in Sɩsaalɩ. The essence of this work is to contribute to linguistic knowledge on focus marking especially with data from an under described language.
1.0 Introduction
This paper gives an account of focus marking in Sɩsaalɩ, a relatively under described language spoken in the upper west region of Ghana and some parts of Burkina faso. Sɩsaalɩ is a Gur (Mabia) language (Naden, 1988). Luri (2011) argues that Sɩsaali has seven major dialects: Buwaale, Pasaali, Gbienɛ, Gelbagli, Kpatolie, and Tumuluŋ in Ghana with Bosillu in Burkina Faso. Though these dialects are mutually intelligible, they differ at their phonological, morphological and phonetic levels. The data used in this work is based on the Pasaali dialect; this is the dialect the author speaks. As a native speaker, some of the sentences used are constructed by me and other native speakers were consulted to check if they are grammatical. 

The  paper is structured as follows: section 2 gives an over view of the basic grammatical features, section 3 explains the term focus and how languages mark focus, section 4 talks about some tests to show that the particles used are focus particles, section 5 deals with focus marking in Sɩsaalɩ and section 6 is the conclusion.
2. The Basic Grammatical Features in Sɩsaalɩ
Sɩsaalɩ is strictly an SVO language (1a). The determiner generally follows the noun head as illustrated by the grammaticality of sentence (1c) and (2b) respectively. It is also possible that other syntactic alternatives aside the SVO patterns are allowed for discourse – pragmatic reasons such as the information structural notion of focus as will soon be demonstrated in this paper.
1a.
 Mary 

yↄbↄ 

gal 

hu
 Mary 

buy 

cloth 

DEF
 ‘Mary has bought the cloth’
1b. 
*Mary 

gal 

hu
yↄbↄ
  Mary 


cloth 

DEF
buy
1c
Bie

hu

aa

ko

Boy

DEF

PROG

come

‘The boy is coming’

1d
* Hu

bie

aa

ko

  DEF

boy

PROG

come

The sentence in (1b) is ungrammatical because the object gal ‘cloth’ comes before the verb yↄbↄ ‘buy’ while the sentence in (1d) is also not acceptable in the language because the determiner (definite article) comes before the noun bie ‘boy’ 
In terms of phonological system, it is a tone language with high and low tones. The data has no tones on them as the orthography does not recommend use of tone except when crucial to show difference in meanings in some context.  It also has vowel harmony with ATR harmony as the commonest. The language also has verb serialization.
3. Explaining the term focus and the ways languages mark focus
Focus has many different definitions from different authors. For instance, Amfo (2010:198) defines focus as “the highlighting of salient non-derivable information linked to ongoing discourse.” Also, Saskia van Putten (2014:4) defines focus as the most informative part of the sentence. Saskia van Putten (2014) further states that when people are communicating, they try to increase their common ground that is the knowledge that they share. This suggests that focus has to do with a way of showing salient or most important aspect within a particular communication. In this work, the discussion of focus would be within the definition of Amfo (2010) where the particles rɛ and nɛ are used in Sɩsaalɩ sentences to show that the part of the sentence they follow is given some importance in the communication. 
Focus also has different types. The type of focus may be about the things that are focused, when only a particular item is focused, it is referred to as constituent focus, and when an entire sentence is focused it is called sentence focus. Also, what focus does can determine its category. When it presents new information, it is known as the new information focus, and when it shows that only a particular thing is valid and true in a given discourse, it is termed contrastive focus, Saskia van Putten (2014:7). I would propose that rέ and nέ are like the Akan na as analyzed in Boadi (1974), and Saah (1988).

Amfo (2010) also posits that focus is a universal phenomenon in languages since all languages in the world have a way or a combination of different ways that they use to show that a particular part of the sentence is in focus. Ameka (1992) contends that some languages mark focus by prosodic prominence, since they make use of stress or pitch accent, and that other languages also make use of a combination of morphological and syntactic methods that is; the use of special morphemes as focus markers and also move the elements they want to focus to some particular positions within the sentence. Sɩsaalɩ uses the particles rέ and nέ and also moves the elements to be focused to sentence initial position; I would therefore conclude that the language uses morpho-syntactic method in marking focus. In the next section, I discuss how Sɩsaalɩ uses this method to mark focus.  The focus in Sɩsaalɩ can be marked on subjects, objects and adjuncts. It also always requires the movement of the focused constituent to the pre-sentential position, a position that is termed as left periphery. 
4. Some tests to show that nɛ and rɛ as focus particles in Sɩsaalɩ
In this section, the particles nɛ and rɛ are tested within two parameters to show that they are focus markers in Sɩsaalɩ. As evidence to support the claim that nɛ and rɛ be analyzed as focus markers in Sɩsaalɩ, two tests are employed. One of the tests is the question-answer pair test which has been adopted by many scholars to check for focus particles. For instance, Aboh (2007), quoted in Ameka (2010) argued that focused constituents are answers to content/wh-questions. Ameka (1992:5) also says that “a felicitous answer to a content question would be a focused constituent since it would provide information that would be a substitute for the interrogative word”.  The data below illustrate that the particle nɛ and rɛ are obligatory in both content questions and their answers. 
2a. Q: 

Bekiŋ 

nɛ 

Luri 

yↄbↄ?
What 

FOC 

Luri

 buy

‘What did Luri buy?’
2b. A: 

Teŋ 

nɛ 

Luri

 yↄbↄ
Book

 FOC 

Luri

 buy

‘It is a book that Luri has bought’.
2c. A:

Luri 

yↄbↄ 

teŋ
Luri 

buy

 book

‘Luri bought book’. (NOT APPRECIABLE ANSWER)
       d. 
            *Luri 

yↄbↄ 

teŋ 

nɛ
  Luri 

buy 

book 

FOC

  ‘It is a book Luri bought’
3a. Q: 

Anni

 rɛ 

yↄbↄ

 teŋ?

Who 

FOC 

buy 

book

‘Who bought a book?’
   b A: 

Luri 

rɛ

 yↄbↄ 

teŋ

Luri 

FOC 

buy 

book

‘It is Ziyad who bought a book.’
     c.

*Luri 

nɛ

yↄbↄ 

teŋ

  Luri 

FOC 

buy 

book

From the above data (2a & 2b) and (3a & 3b), there is the mandatory need for nɛ and rɛ to be introduced in order to get an appreciative sentence in the language. Boadi (1974) also says that focus constructions are answers to an interrogative word fronting constructions in a question-answer pair.
The second test used is the observation which seeks to confirm or deny that nɛ or rɛ is obligatory in sentences when one wants to either confirm or deny information. This shows that we mark contrast, that is for instance, we say it is NOT X, but Y or it is REALLY Z.  Examples are demonstrated in (4). 

4a. S:
 Ida 


yↄbↄ 


teŋ 
         
Ida 


buy 


book

           ‘Ida has bought a book’.
  b. R: 
Ayi, 

Duma 

rɛ 

yↄbↄ 

teŋ
No, 

Duma 

FOC 

buy 

book

‘No, it is Duma who bought a book’.
c: 
waa, 

Duma 

rɛ 

yↄbↄ 

teŋ.
   
Yes, 

Duma  

FOC 

buy 

book

 ‘Yes, it is Duma who bought a book’.
d. 
Ayi, 

Duma 

yↄbↄ 

teŋ

No, 

Duma 

buy 

book

‘No, it is Duma who bought a book’. (NOT APPRECIABLE ANSWER) 
5a. S: 
Mary 

yↄbↄ

foon

Mary 

buy

foon
‘Mary has bought a phone’
b. R: 
Ayi, 

pɛn

 nɛ 

u 

yↄbↄ

No

pen

FOC

3SG

buy
‘No, it is a pen that she has bought.’
c. 
Waa, 

foon 

nɛ 

u 

yↄbↄ


yes

phone

FOC

3SG

bought 


‘Yes, it is a phone that she has bought’. 

d.
Waa, 

foon 


u 

yↄbↄ


yes

phone


3SG

bought 


Yes, it is a phone that she has bought (NOT APPRECIABLE ANSWER) 

The above examples show the need to add the focus markers nɛ or rɛ to sentences to make them grammatical and also to either deny or confirm information in Sɩsaalɩ. This leads to the corrective interpretation (4b) and (5b) and to a confirmative use in the case of (4c) and (5c). It must be noted that the use of either nɛ or rɛ depends on the phonological environment of the item or constituent to be focused. Thus I hold that rέ occurs with focused elements that end in vowels while nέ occurs with focused elements that end in consonants as seen in the above examples (2a, 2b, 3a, 3b).  
5. Illustrations of the use of the particles (nɛ and rɛ) in Sɩsaalɩ focus constructions.
Having tested and established the fact that nɛ and rɛ are focus markers in Sɩsaalɩ, this section systematically describes how focus is marked on subjects and non-subjects, and adjuncts. The differences in these focus constructions would receive attention. 
5.1 Focus Marking in Subjects and Non-Subjects.
This sub section gives a description of how focus is marked on subject pronouns (6), full subject NPs (7) and objects (8). It would be clear from each of these instances that the focus markers nɛ and rɛ are mandatory though rɛ focus marks elements that end in vowels and nɛ focus marks elements that end in consonants. However, in all instances, it is always required that the focused constituent is moved to the pre-sentential position, a position that is termed as left periphery.
6a. S: 
Ba 

aa 

kpu 

punaa 

hu.

3PL 

PROG 

kill 

animal 

DEF
            ‘They are killing the animal’
6b. 
Baa


rɛ 
aa 

kpu 

punaa 

hu.
3PL.EmPr 

FOC 
PROG 

kill 

animal 

DEF
‘It is THEY who are killing the animal’.
6c. 
*Baa 

nɛ 
aa 

kpu 

punaa 

hu.
  They.EmPr 
FOC 
PROG 

kill 

animal 

DEF
6d.
*Ba 

nɛ 
aa 

kpu 

punaa 

hu.
  They.EmPr 
FOC 
PROG 

kill 

animal 

DEF
7a. S:
Duma 


yↄbↄ

 loori.
Duma 


buy 

car.
‘Duma has bought a car’.
7b.
Duma 

rɛ

 yↄbↄ 

loori.

Duma 

FOC 

buy

 car.

‘It is DUMA who bought a car’.
7c.
*Duma 
nɛ

 yↄbↄ 

loori.

  Duma 
FOC 

buy

 car.
7d.
Duma 

 yↄbↄ 

loori.

Duma 

buy

 car.

‘Duma bought a car’.
8a.S:
Emma 

nyↄgↄ 


daaη
Emma 


burn 


stick
‘Emma burnt stick’.
8b. 
Daaη 

nɛ 

Emma 

nyↄgↄ

Stick 

FOC 

Emma


 burnt

‘It is a Stick that Emma burnt’.
8c.
*Daaη

rɛ 

Emma 

nyↄgↄ

  Sticks 
FOC 

Emma


 burnt
8d. 
*Emma 

nyↄgↄ 


daaη

nɛ
  Emma 

burn 


sticks

FOC
From the data in (6) up to (8), we observe that constituents that end in vowels are focused marked with rɛ while those that end in consonants make use of nɛ. These focus markers immediately follow what they focus and cannot occur somewhere else. Sentence (8d) is ill-formed because the focused element has not been moved to the pre-sentential position. Also, sentences (6c & 8c) are not appreciated in the language because the wrong focus markers nɛ and rɛ have been used respectively. 
It is not only in the subject positions that weak pronouns do not occur, but also in object positions. This is illustrated in the data in (9). 
9a. S:
Duma 


ŋmaa


 ŋ
 
       
Duma 


beat


 me

            ‘Duma has beaten me’
9b. 
*ŋ 

rɛ/ nɛ 

Duma 

ŋmaa
        
 me

FOC 

Duma 

beat

       
It is I Duma beat

9c. 
Miyaŋ

 nɛ 

Duma 

ŋmaa

  

      
me.EmPr
FOC 

Duma 

beat
    
‘It is me that Duma beat’
9d. 
*Miyaŋ
rɛ 

Duma 

ŋmaa

  

      
me.EmPr
FOC 

Duma 

beat
9e.
*Duma 

ŋmaa


 miyaη        nɛ
       
 Duma 


beat


 me.EmPr    FOC 

Generally, weak pronouns in Sɩsaalɩ cannot occur with focus particles as exemplified in (9b).  Also, (9d) is ill-formed because the emphatic pronoun Miyaŋ which ends in a consonant has been focus marked with rɛ (which is used to focus vowels). Sentence (9e) is also not appropriate because the focused pronoun miyaη ‘me’ has not been moved to the sentence initial position. 
5.2. The marking of focus on adjunct 
In Sɩsaalɩ, focus can be marked on adjuncts. The focusing of adjuncts also would involve moving the adjunct to the beginning of the sentence (pre-sentential position) and introducing the focus markers nɛ or rɛ depending on the phonological environment of the constituent. This is illustrated below. 
10a.S: 
U 

kpu 

punaa

 hu

 doη.
3SG

 kill 

animal 

DEF 

there
‘He/she killed the animal there’
10b 
Doŋ

 nɛ/* rɛ 
u 

kpu 

punaa 

hu
there 

FOC 

3SG 

kill 

animal 

DEF
‘It is THERE that he killed the animal’
10c. 
*U 
kpu 
punaa 

hu 

doη 

nɛ 

              3SG 
kill 
animal 

DEF 

here 

FOC

11a. S:
Duma 

si 
gυnnι 

wujiŋ

gyinaŋ
Duma 

FUT 
learn 

lesson

today
‘Duma will learn a lesson today’
11b. 
Gyinaŋ
 nɛ/* rɛ 
Duma 

si 
gυnnι

wujiŋ
Now 

FOC 

Duma 

FUT
 learn 

lesson

‘It is TODAY that Duma will learn a lesson’
11c.
*Duma
gυnnι 

wijuŋ 

gyinaŋ

 nɛ
  Duma 
learn 

lesson 

today 

FOC
12a. S:  Baal 
hu 
si 
hɔŋ 
daha 
             Man 
DET 
FUT 
sit 
here

             ‘The man will sit here’
12b.      Daha 
rɛ /*nɛ

baal 
hu 
si 
hɔŋ
             Here 
FOC 

man 
DET 
FUT 
sit

             ‘It is HERE that the man will sit’ 
12c.      Baal 
hu 
si 
hɔŋ 
daha 
rɛ
             Man 
DET 
FUT 
sit 
here   
FOC
             ‘The man will sit here’
All focused constituents that have not been moved to the sentence initial as illustrated in sentences (10c, 11c and 12c) are considered ill-formed in Sɩsaalɩ while sentences (10b, 11b, and 12b) are appropriate responses in the language because the right focus markers have been used and the focused constituents have also been moved to the sentence initial position. 
5.3 The marking of focus on verbs
Cross linguistically, various strategies for the marking of focus on verbs are adopted by different languages. Ameka (2010) identifies two main methods that are used in marking focus on verbs in Kwa languages; that are verb copy strategy and the nominalization of verb strategy. He posits that the verb copy strategy usually will have a copy of the verb moved to the clause initial position and marked with a focus marker. With the nominalization of the verb strategy, the verb is nominalized, moved to the sentence initial position and then focus marked. 
In Sɩsaalɩ, the most productive way of focusing verbs is the verb nominalization. With this method, the verbs (in Sɩsaalɩ) are nominalized, move to the pre-sentential position and then focus marked with either rɛ or nɛ. As instated earlier, the use of either of these is influenced by the phonological environment of the focused element. The marking of focus on verbs in the language is demonstrated below.
13a. S: Ba 
di 
kidiiliye 
hu 
buloŋ
           3PL 
eat 
food 
 
DEF 
all

           ‘They ate all the food’
 13b.    Diyi 

rɛ/*nɛ 
   ba 
 di 
kidiiliye 
hu 
buloŋ 
            Eat.Nml 
FOC 
   3PL 
 eat 
food 

DEF 
all
            ‘It is eating that they ate all the food’
13c.     *Diyi 

rɛ/* nɛ 
ba 
kidiiliye 
hu 
buloŋ 

              Eat.Nml 
FOC 

3PL 
food 

DEF 
all
14a. S: υ 
kpu 
biye 
hu
            3SG 
kill 
child 
DEF
            ‘He killed the child’
14b.     Kpuyι 

rɛ/*nɛ 

υ 
kpu 
biye 
hu
            Kill.Nml 
FOC 

3SG 
kpu 
child 
DET

           ‘It is killing that he killed the child’
14c.     *Kpuyι 
rɛ/*nɛ 
 υ 
biye 
hu
              Kill.Nml 
FOC 
 3SG 
child 
DET

              It is killing that he killed the child

15a. S: Hogih 
 nyuwa   nιι 
    hu
            Hogih 
 drink 
   water    DEF

            Hogih drunk the water

15b.     Nyuwayι 
rɛ/*nɛ 
Hogih 
    nyuwa 
nιι 
hu
            Drink.Nml 
FOC 
Hogih 
    drink 
water 
DEF

            It is drinking that Hogih drunk the water.
15c.    *Nyuwayι 
Hogih 
    nyuwa 
nιι 
hu
             Drink.Nml 
Hogih 
    drink 
water 
DEF

             It is drinking that Hogih drunk the water.

It is analyzed from the data in (13b, 14b and 15b) that focusing of verbs in Sɩsaalɩ involves nominalization and movement of the verb to the clause initial position and retaining a copy of the verb at the TP internal position. When a copy of the verb is not retained at the TP position, as seen in (13c and 14c) the outcome is disallowed. Also, if the verb is nominalized and moved to the clause initial position without a focus marker, the resultant structure is not appreciated in the language as evident in (15c). It was observed that almost all (per the data) nominalized verbs end in vowels hence are focus marked with rɛ. 
5.4 The marking of focus on adjectives
Different languages adopt different methods in marking focus on adjectives. Focusing of adjectives in Sɩsaalɩ is very similar to that of the verbs. Thus the adjectives are nominalized, moved to the clause initial position and focus marked. A copy of the adjective just as was observed for verbs is left at the base position. Just like the verbs, when there is no copy of the adjective at the base position, the resultant structure is illicit as demonstrated in (16c and 17c).
16a. S: Ba 
diya 
weliye
            3PL 
house 
beautiful

            Their house is nice/beautiful

16b.   Weliŋ 

nɛ/*rɛ 
  ba 
diya 
weliye
          Beautiful.Nml 
FOC 
  3PL 
house 
beautiful

          It is their house that is beautiful
16c.   *Weliŋ 

  nɛ/*rɛ
ba 
diya 

            Beautiful.Nml 
  FOC 

3PL      houae
17a. S: Gal 
hu 
bιnιya
            Cloth 
DEF 
old

            The cloth is old

17b.     Bιnιι 

rɛ/*nɛ 
   gal 
    hu 
   bιnιye
            Old.Nml 
FOC 
   cloth 
    DEF    old
            It is the cloth that is old
 17c.     Bιnιι 

rɛ/*nɛ 
gal 
hu

             Old.Nml 
FOC 
cloth 
DEF 

It is observed that adjectives that end in consonants are focus marked with nɛ (16b) while those that end in vowels (17b) are focus marked with rɛ.
It is obvious from the above illustrations that the focus markers rέ and nέ are required any time there is movement of a constituent from its base position to the left periphery position.  I therefore see them as focus heads that are needed for a specifier-head configuration for purposes of checking the focus features of the movement constituent. In Minimalism, it will be suggested that the moved elements have focus features which are strong and need to be checked within the syntax to avoid a crash in the derivation.  
The focus markers are therefore obligatory for ex-situ focus marking. For similar arguments see Saah (1994) and Boadi (1974) for Akan where the particle na is compulsory in ex-situ focus marking. The proposal is that the use of one focus marker rather than the other is dependent on the phonological environment of the focused constituent. Thus I hold that rέ occurs with focused elements that end in vowels while nέ occurs with focused elements that end in consonants. This explains the appropriateness or otherwise of the data above. The observation that Sɩsaalɩ has two focus markers is not unknown in the Gur literature since, similar analyses of the presence of two focus markers are put across  for Dagbani and Gurene as found in the works of Issah (2012, 2015), Hudu (2012) and Dakubu (2003) respectively.  I therefore conclude that the ex-situ focusing in Sɩsaalɩ involves moving what is to be focused from its base position to the specifier position of focus phrase and then introducing the compulsory focus markers nέ and rέ depending on whether what is to be focused ends in a vowel or consonant.  The fact that these two focus markers are not freely exchanged for each other means that there is really a structural asymmetry in their selection for purposes of focus marking. 
6. Conclusions and summary of findings

· This paper gives a descriptive analysis of how focus is marked on subjects, objects, adjuncts, verbs and adjectives in Sɩsaalɩ. It has been established that the most productive way of marking focus in Sɩsaalɩ is the morpho-syntatic strategy. The particles rɛ and nɛ are identified as focus markers in the language and their usage is phonologically influenced; rɛ focus marks vowels and nɛ, consonants. Also, all focused constituents are moved to the pre-sentential position. In focusing verbs and adjectives, the nominalization of the verb strategy is adopted. The verb or adjective is nominalized, move to the clause initial position and focus marked. A copy of the verb or adjective is retained at the TP of the clause structure and base positions respectively. In terms of scope, both rɛ and nɛ mark constituent focus as they focus on just a particular item and not the entire sentence. Finally, rɛ and nɛ as focus markers indicate that it is A but never B.  
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