



Information Structure in Swahili: A Formal Analysis of Focus Marking in Cleft Constructions
Abstract 

Cleft constructions are widely used across languages to encode focus in an utterance. The constructions act as the main and central mechanism of marking focus in many languages. The study done in many languages, including Bantu and non-Bantu, noticed macro variation in how clefts behave, particularly regarding focus positions, types of focus expressed, and the pivot elements that anchor the construction. However, in the case of Kiswahili, there remains a lack of comprehensive studies that systematically explain how cleft constructions function in marking focus within discourse. Therefore, the purpose of this study was to analyze the focus marking in cleft constructions in Kiswahili basing on focus position, types of focus marked, focus-bearing constituents, and status of copula in Swahili cleft constructions. Data was collected from contextualized spoken language, which underscores the presence of information structure. The study used Magufuli’s tribute ceremony held in Mwanza on 24 March 2021 as a source of the data. Two incidents were narrated by two informants selected using snowball sampling. Through the narration, Swahili cleft constructions were drawn for data analysis, which was anchored within Information Structure Theory by Lambrecht (1994). The results reveal two focus-bearing constituents in Kiswahili: noun phrase and infinitive clause. These constituents are central or pivotal for expressing focus. In all cases, focus is signaled by a copula element which acts as a focus marker and as a syntactic partitioning device. The study also identifies notable variation in focus positioning across different cleft types. In basic and pseudo clefts, the focused constituents appear immediately after the copula, while in inverted pseudo cleft appear before the copula. Furthermore, three distinct types of focus associated with specific cleft structures in Swahili were noted in this study: contrastive focus in basic cleft, exhaustive focus in pseudo cleft, and emphatic focus in inverted pseudo cleft. The findings indicate that cleft construction is a productive and nuanced system for marking focus in the language. 
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1.0 Introduction 

Information structure is a subfield of linguistics that deals with how speakers organize information within an utterance to reflect what is known, unknown, and focused information (Lambrecht, 1994). The speaker organizes information in different ways based on the information to be communicated (Yonenda, 2011). In this organization, information can be structured and restructured for different purposes, such as emphasizing, highlighting, or specifying. The information packaged with the sentence is topic and focus (Vitale, 1981; Kiss, 1998). Topic denotes presupposed, given, or known information, while focus denotes new, emphasized, unknown, or highlighted information within the utterance. This paper deals with focus as the key notion of information structure. Interlocutors use various mechanisms in marking focus in the utterance. These mechanisms range from phonological, morphological, and syntactic strategies (Schwarz, 2003; Zerbian, 2007; Landman & Ranero, 2018; Nicolle, 2016). Many languages, including Bantu, employ specialized syntactic mechanisms to mark focus in an utterance (van der Wal, 2009; Lafikiou et al., 2016). Clefting is among the syntactic strategies used in marking focus in world languages (Yonenda, 2011; Lafikiou et al., 2016). In this strategy, the normal clause is divided into two components: focus-bearing constituents and a headless relative clause. 
In world languages, focus on cleft constructions attracted the attention of many scholars due to their syntactic patterns and variation across languages. The scholar’s discussion pinpoints three issues that vary and match in some languages. The first issue is the focus position in cleft construction. The previous studies done in some languages show variation in focus position in cleft construction. Certain position is unique to the specific type of cleft construction, for instance, in Kirudi (Bantu, D62), Portuguese (non-Bantu) and Gikuyu (Bantu, E50) focus appear after copula in basic cleft while in Dholuo (Nilotic family) and Makhuwa (Bantu, P30) focus appear before the copula in basic cleft (see. Lafikiou et. al, 2016 for Kirundi; Wakarindi, 2010 for Gikuyu; Guesser & Trianon, 2020 for Portuguese; Ochieng’, 2021 for Dholuo). However, the English language focus in It-cleft (basic cleft) behaves differently by appearing after the copula with a pronoun (Delahunty, 1984; Fichtner, 1993; Piotrowski, 1993). The focus position variations in these languages pave the way for inquiring into the focus position in Swahili cleft construction, which is unknown. 
Furthermore, the type of focus marked in cleft constructions varies from narrow to broad focus across languages. Narrow focus highlights a single constituent, such as subject, object, or adverbial, while broad focus highlights the entire proposition or events as focus (Kiss, 1998; Kfrika, 2007). Languages exhibit different types of focus marked through cleft construction. For instance, completive, rejecting, replacing, expanding, selecting, and restricting focus are marked in cleft constructions (Edenmyr, 2001). Both narrow and broad focus can be marked in different types of cleft construction in the English language, depending on context (Piotrowski, 1993). For example, when the whole cleft sentence is an answer to the asked question, act as the broad focus. Other languages, such as Swedish, use predicate focus in pseudo-cleft construction (Moreno, 2023). The variation indicates that the types of focus marked in cleft construction need extensive studies for unidentified languages, as in Kiswahili. 
Additionally, pivot elements in cleft constructions differ across languages. According to Morena (2023), the number of constituents can be focused on as a narrow focus. In some languages, such as English, focused elements are specific to certain types of cleft construction. For example, locative, adjective, and prepositional phrases are acceptable with pseudo cleft, while adverb phrases are mostly focused by It-cleft (Dušková 1999; Huddleston & Pullum 2002). In Kirundi, three lexical categories: noun, pronouns, and adverb can be clefted in all types of cleft construction (Lafikiou et al., 2016). In the English language, constituents like prepositional phrases, adverbial phrases, adjective phrases, noun phrase infinite and finite clauses can be clefted in all types of cleft constructions (Fichtner, 1993). In other languages like Swedish, clefted constituents are a verb (plus non-subject arguments) and adnominal relatives (Moreno, 2023).  In the Makhuwa language, determiner phrases, prepositional phrases, adverbs, and noun phrases can be clefted in all types of cleft sentences. In Gikuyu and Dholuo, only the noun phrase is clefted in all types of cleft sentences.  These variations set the background for studying pivot elements in Swahili cleft construction, which are unidentified in previous studies.  
Cleft constructions are widely used in Swahili conversation to highlight focused constituents. However, there are no comprehensive studies that explain how clef constructions operate in encoding focus. Some studies, such as Krifka (1995), evidenced the presence of cleft constructions in Swahili by showing examples of basic cleft. Again, Ndumiwe & Lusekelo (2022) noted the structure and types of cleft construction in Kiswahili. This study aims to fill this gap by providing a detailed analysis of focus-marking Swahili cleft constructions on a spoken corpus. Four issues were detailed analyzed: (i) focus position in Swahili cleft construction, (ii) types of focus marked in Swahili cleft constructions, (iii) Pivot element or focus-bearing constituents in Swahili cleft constructions, and (iv) status of copula in focus marking. This paper is divided into five sections: introduction (1.0), theoretical framework (2.0), methodology (3.0), findings and discussion (4.0), and conclusion (5.0). 
2.0 Theoretical Framework 

The study was anchored within Information Structure Theory by Lambrecht (1994), which explains how languages organize sentences to manage the logical flow of information between interlocutors. Information structure concerns how languages partition utterances into given or known and new information. Given or known information is referred to as topic and comment, while new information is referred to as focus.  According to Lambrecht (1994), information structure is a component of grammar that interacts with syntax, semantics, and pragmatics to manage the speaker’s assumptions about shared knowledge. The theory addresses the focus and presupposition as the main information in a sentence. This information is packaged within the sentence through various phonological, syntactic, and morphological mechanisms. The theory is suitable for analyzing focus in cleft construction because it directly addresses the focus as the main information in the sentence and how encoded (mechanism). The key tenets of Information Structure Theory include focus, presupposition, focus structure, and the mechanism for information structure. 
Focus is the sentential element(s) that convey highlighted, emphasized, or new information within a sentence. Simply, it means the intention of the speaker and the expected information by the listener. Presuppositions refer to the known information in an utterance. Within Lambrecht’s Theory, focus is interpreted as constituents appearing immediately after the verb (in-situ) in normal clause and ex-situ in inverted word order. In Swahili cleft constructions, the focused-bearing constituent is placed before or after the copula, depending on the type of cleft construction. The presupposed information (topic) was interpreted as a non-focused part in cleft sentences, which expresses information assumed to be known by the hearer. For this case, all headless relative clauses in cleft constructions represent presupposed information. 
Focus structure means types of focus marked in an utterance by using morphological, syntactic, and phonological mechanisms. These types range from narrow (single element) to broad focus (a number of elements). Within Lambrecht’s Theory, all types of focus can be identified in an utterance. Therefore, this tenet was used to identify various types of focus marked in cleft constructions. The issue of the mechanism for information structure, it involves all strategies used in encoding topic and focus. Their basis includes morphological, phonological, syntactic, and morphosyntactic properties. All these mechanisms can be interpreted with Lambrecht’s Theory. This study analyzes cleft construction as the mechanism of encoding focus in Kiswahili. The Lambrecht’s Theory is appropriate for this study because cleft constructions are a syntactic device assigned to mark focus in Kiswahili. Therefore, focus marked, position of focus, and elements of the cleft sentence associated with focus marking can be interpreted within Lambrecht’s Theory. 
3.0 Methodology

The source of the data used in this study was Magufuli’s tribute ceremony held in Mwanza on 24 March 2021, as spoken text. The spoken text is preferred over the written text because the cleft construction is predominantly in a spoken context than written text. Two informants (bodaboda drivers) who witnessed and participated in the selected incident were selected by using snowball sampling. Snowball sampling was selected because the study targeted informants who witnessed and participated in the selected incident. The researcher used a local leader from Kirumba ward whom introduced the researcher to Furahisha Bodaboda Stage. From the mentioned stage, two informants were given a placement test for ability narration and using the standard Swahili language. The placement test was used to determine participants’ proficiency and familiarity with the selected incident. Two informants were deemed sufficient as the researcher’s intention was to compare narratives, but to obtain an oral narrative from which Swahili sentences could be drawn. Therefore, data was collected by using the narration method. During the narration process, the researcher recorded the narration by using a tape recorder so as to get spoken text. After the narration process, the researcher transcribed the spoken text into written text. This method enabled the researcher to get Swahili sentences with spoken context. These constructions were subsequently evaluated for acceptability by four native speakers of Swahili. Also, data was analyzed by using an analytical tool known as componential analysis of narratives proposed by Gimenez (2010). According to Gimenez (2010), componential analysis is used to analyze the structure of language used in narration, such as free clauses and restricted clauses. 
4.0 Findings and Discussion

This section consists of the findings and the discussion of the study based on the focus position in Swahili cleft construction, types of focus marked by Swahili cleft constructions, pivot elements in Swahili cleft constructions, and the status of the copula in Swahili cleft constructions. 
4.1 The Focus-Bearing Constituent in Swahili Cleft Constructions 

Focus-bearing constituent is the sentential element that conveys the new information in the utterance. In many languages, the focus can be marked by a single word, phrase, predicate, or whole sentence, depending on the mechanism used in marking focus. In Bantu languages, cleft constructions are usually used to mark the narrow focus (specific sentential element). However, these sentential elements differ across Bantu languages. Under this study, the data reveal two constituents as the bearers of focus in all three types of cleft constructions in Swahili (basic cleft, pseudo cleft, and inverted pseudo cleft). These constituents are a noun phrase
 and an infinitive clause. These constituents are central or pivot for expressing information structure (focus). Firstly, a noun phrase as the highlighted or pivot element in an utterance occupies different positions in the utterance, such as before or after the copula. The study reveals that any form of noun phrase, ranging from a single noun or pronoun to a sequence of words relating to the noun phrase, can be highlighted as focus in all types of cleft sentences in Swahili. Some examples can be traced in the examples. 

(1) a.[mafuta  ya elfu
  kumi   na tano]F ndi-yo   wa-li-yo-ni-wek-e-a          wa-le 
     abiria
      ø.fuel of  thousand ten and five COP-RM            3SM-PST-RM-OM-root-APPL-FV AGR2-that ø.passenger

      ‘The fuel worth fifteen thousand was what the passengers put for me.’
       b. A-li-ye-ni-shawishi       ku-enda CCM Kirumba  ni   [m-dogo        w-angu wa kike] 

3SM-PST-RM-OM-stem  INF-go
   CCM Kirumba   COP 
AGR1-young    AGR1. my of female

‘The one who convinced me to go to CCM Kirumba was my younger sister’. 

       c. Ni     [yeye pekee] a-li-ye-tu-sikiliz-a 

      sisi masikini. 


COP   his only 
3SM-PST-RM-OM-root-APPL-FV       we 
  poor 

‘It was only him who listened to us poor people’.

       d. [Nyumba-ni   ku-ake]  ndi-po    a-li-po-pumz-ish-w-a 

siku mbili baada-ye. 


ø.house-LOC   INF-his    COP-RM   3SM-PST-RM-root-CAUS-PASS-FV
ø.day two next-RM

‘at his home is where he was laid to rest two days later’.
           Source: Field data (2025)

The bolded elements in example (1a-d) indicate the focus-bearing constituents in different types of cleft constructions. For instance, the noun phrase in (1a) mafuta ya elfu kumi na tano ‘the fuel worth fifteen thousand’ denotes focus-bearing constituents formed by a noun with a preposition phrase. In (1b&d), the focus-bearing constituents mdogo wangu wa kike ‘my younger sister’and nyumbani kwake ‘at his home’ are noun phrases formed by a noun and a determiner phrase. In (11c), the focus-bearing constituents yeye pekee ‘only him’ is a noun phrase formed by a pronoun and a quantifier. All these kinds of noun phrases bear the focus in these types of cleft construction in Kiswahili. Furthermore, the noun phrase in the example (1d) nyumbani kwake ‘at his home’ also denotes the locative. 

Secondly, the analysis demonstrates the infinitive clause as the bearer of the focus in all types of cleft constructions in Kiswahili. Likewise, an infinitive clause is also introduced by a Swahili copulative verb. Infinitive clauses as the focus bearer in an utterance occupy different positions in the utterance, such as before or after the copula. An infinitive clause denotes the contrastive, exhaustive, or emphatic focus depending on its occurrence, while the headless relative clause conveys the presupposed information in the proposition. The mechanism distinguishes the infinitive from nouns because it does not exploit the status of nouns class 15. In Swahili infinitive as the verb contain prefix {ku-} before the verb stem. With an infinitive clause as the bearer of focus, a certain action, event, or incident can be highlighted as the focus in different focus positions, as illustrated in the examples below. 

(2) a.
Ki-li-cho-tu-kwam-ish-a      ku-enda Chato ni [ku-kosa  u-safiri pa-le            kivuko-ni]
7SM-PST-RM-OM-root-CAUS-FV INF-go   Chato COP   INF-stem 14-travel  AGR16.that   ø-ferry-LOC
‘What hindered us from going to Chato was the lack of transportation at the ferry point’. 

        b. [Ku-li-sogelea jeneza   l-ake]      ndicho   tu-li-cho-ki-tamaa-ni     siku     hi-yo 


INF-OM-stem     ø.coffin AGR16.his    COP-RM  1SM-PST-RM-OM-stem-PL ø.day   that-AGR9

‘Being near his coffin was what we yearned for that day’. 

        c. Ni   [ku-wa-penda masikini] ku-li-ko-m-fany-a        a-kubalik-e     kwa    wa-tu


COP    INF-OM-stem    ø. poor      INF-PST-RM-OM-stem-FV 3SM-stem-SUM    to 
2. person

‘It was his love for the poor that made him acceptable to the people.

Source: Field data (2025)
In example (2a), the infinitive clause kukosa usafiri pale kivukoni ‘lack of transportation at the ferry point’ occupy predicate position and denotes that action as the focus in pseudo cleft. In (2b), the infinitive clause kulisogelea jeneza lake ‘being near his coffin’ is fronted at the beginning of the sentence for extra prominence in the inverted pseudo cleft. In (2c), the infinitive clause kuwapenda masikini ‘to love the poor’ is fronted after the copula ‘ni’ in a basic cleft for expressing focus. In all constructions, the focus-bearing constituents are the actions or events presented through infinitive forms. 

4.2 The Status Copula in Swahili Cleft Construction

Copula
 is the pivot element that transform normal clause into a cleft construction for marking focus. A cleft sentence can’t be a cleft without a copula. As noticed in this study, Swahili has two structures of copula used in transforming normal clauses into cleft: non-inflected copula (ni/si) and inflected copula {ndi-} with its subject concord variation like ndi-vyo. The copula ‘ni’ is used in the affirmative, while ‘si’ is used in negation. Inflected copula {ndi-} is suffixed with the relative marker, coinciding with the cleft element (focus). For example, ndi-ye, ndi-cho, ndi-vyo, ndi-ko, ndi-mo, ndi-yo, ndi-lo are some structures of the inflected copula with its agreement-marked forms. The copula in cleft construction functions as a focus marker. It plays the central role in marking focus in Swahili cleft constructions. It is responsible for identifying, positioning, and highlighting the focus-bearing constituents. Normally, the focus-bearing constituents are positioned before or after the copula, depending on the type of cleft sentence. For instance, focus is marked after the copula in basic cleft and inverted pseudo-cleft. In pseudo-cleft, the focus is marked before the copula. The copula in the Swahili cleft sentence is positioned at the foreground position in a basic cleft sentence, between focus-bearing constituents and a headless relative clause in an inverted pseudo cleft sentence, or between a headless relative clause and focus-bearing constituents in a pseudo cleft sentence, as illustrated in the examples. 

(3) a. Ki-li-cho-ni-fariji   baada-ye ni  mradi     wa daraja   la   Busisi  a-li-o-tu-ach-i-a. 

         7SM-PST-RM-OM-root next-RM COP 3. project of ø.bridge of Busisi   1SM-PST-RM-OM-root-APPL-FV 

‘What comforted me later was the Busisi bridge project he left with us’. 

       b. Magufuli   ndi-ye   a-li-ye-tu-amin-ish-a 
       kwamba  nchi       yetu ni    tajiri
           Magufuli  COP-RM 1SM-PST-RM-OM-root-CAUS-FV    that          ø.country  our   is    ø.rich 
           ‘Magufuli was the one who convinced us that our country is rich.
       c. Ni  ma-askari   wa-li-o-tu-zui-a                      ku-ingi-a     ndani ya CCM Kirumba 

           COP  6.solders    2SM-PST-RM-OM-root-CAUS-FV   INF-root-FV     into  of CCM Kirumba
           ‘It was the soldiers who blocked us from entering the CCM Kirumba.

Source: Field data (2025)

in example (3a), copula {ni} is positioned between a headless relative clause and focus-bearing constituents in pseudo cleft sentence. In example (3b), that represent inverted pseudo cleft, the copula {ndiye} is positioned between focus-bearing constituents and a headless relative clause. In example (3c), the copula {ni} is positioned at the foreground of the basic cleft. The central function of these copulas is to introduce different types of focus in an utterance. 

Additionally, the copula in cleft constructions has the structural status of syntactic partitioning of a normal clause into two main parts: focus-bearing constituents and presupposed information (headless relative clause), which often convey the known information. This partitioning is the essence of cleft construction, which is a syntactic mechanism of encoding information structure. The copula often triggers cleft formation in Kiswahili. Splitting the normal clause and introducing a copula changes the status of various sentential elements. For instance, the main verb of a normal clause changes into a reflexive verb, but it still functions as the main verb of the sentence. The copula marks the division between the focused part of the sentence and presupposed information encoded in the relative clause. For instance, in pseudo cleft as in (3a), the copula marks the boundary between headless relative clause kilichonifariji baadaye ‘what comforted me later’ and focus-bearing constituents mradi wa daraja na Busisi aliotuachia ‘Busisi bridge project he left with us’. Also, in inverted pseudo cleft as in (3b), the copula marks the boundary between focus-bearing constituents, Magufuli (the name of the former president of Tanzania) headless relative clause aliyetuaminisha kwamba nchi yetu ni tajiri ‘who convinced us that our country is rich’. Hence, the copula in Swahili cleft constructions is not simply a linking verb but focus marking device. It also makes the central mechanism of encoding focus by syntactic division of the normal clause. Encoding focus in Swahili clefts construction cannot be done without using the copula. Without a copula in cleft construction, encoding information structure (focus) is an impossible phenomenon. 

4.3 Focus position in Swahili Cleft Constructions
The results reveal two positions where focus is marked in all types of Swahili cleft constructions. Firstly, focus is marked before the copulative verb in the Swahili inverted pseudo-cleft. The focus is placed at the beginning of the sentence before all parts of the sentence. The subsequent parts of the focus act as the complement of that focus. The foremost part of the sentence contains the focused information which intended by the speaker in the conversation. Example (5) shows the focus before the copulative verb in the Swahili inverted pseudo cleft.

(4) a. 
[Mkuyuni]F ndi-po 
ni-li-po-ish-i-a                wakati wa  ku-m-sindikiz-a Magufuli 

 
mkuyuni       COP-RM
1SM-PST-RM-root-APPL-FV   time     of   INF-OM-root-FV   Magufuli

‘Mkuyuni was where I ended up while escorting Magufuli ’

     b. 
[bodaboda ]F
ndi-o
 wa-li-o-kuwa      wa-me-ja-a             barabara  nzima 


ø.bodaboda
COP-RM 2SM-PST-RM-root   2SM-PF-RM-root-FV
 ø.road     full 

‘Bodaboda were the ones who occupied the entire road.

Source: Field data (2025)

In example (4a & b), the focus Mkuyuni (the name of the place in Mwanza) and bodaboda are placed at the forefront of the Swahili cleft sentences. The relative marker on the copula refers to the antecedent focus.  For instance, on copula ndi-po ‘where’ there is the relative marker {-po-} from the sixteen nouns class, while on the copula ndi-o ‘who’ there is the relative marker {-o-} from the second nouns class. These copulas are used to mark the focus placed before it. Within Lambrecht’s Theory, focus is interpreted as constituents appearing immediately after the main verb (in-situ) in a normal Swahili clause and ex-situ in an inverted Swahili word order clause. For this case, focus appears before the copula in an inverted word order clause. Therefore, this is interpreted as ex-situ focus marking in Kiswahili.
Secondly, it is marked immediately after the copulative verb in the Swahili basic cleft and pseudo-cleft sentence. The construction of the Swahili cleft sentence involves the restructuring of SDS by moving some sentential elements from in situ to ex situ. In Swahili basic cleft, focus is placed after the basic copula ni ‘it’or si ‘not’ at the beginning part of the sentence, as indicated in example (5). 

(5) a. ni  [m-teremko ki-dogo]F ku-fik-a      eneo    amba-lo     ajali          i-li-ko-tok-e-a. 

          COP 3. slope      AGR9.little  INF-root-FV  ø.place amba-RM  ø.accident  9SM-PST-RM-root-APPL-FV   
         ‘It was a steep slope to reach an area where the accident occurred’.  

       b.
ni    [w-engi ]F       tu-li-o-huzun-ish-w-a            na   kifo cha Magufuli

COP  AGR2-many  1SM-PST-RM-root-CAUS-PASS-FV  with  ø.death of Magufuli 
 ‘It was a large number of people whom we saddened by Magufuli’s death’. 

Source: Field data (2025)

In example (5a&B), focus mteremko kidogo ‘steep slope’ and wengi ‘large number of people’ are placed immediately after the copula ni .  The focus is referred to by the relative markers ‘{-ko-} and ‘{-o-}’ in in the relative clause ajali ilikotokea ‘where the accident occurred’ and tuliohuzunishwa ‘whom we saddened’ respectively. The copula ‘ni’ functions as the focus marker in these sentences. Within Lambrecht’s Theory, focus is interpreted as constituents appearing immediately after the verb (in-situ) in a normal Swahili clause and ex-situ in a Swahili inverted word order clause. In this case, focus appears immediately after the copula in an inverted word order clause. Therefore, this is interpreted as ex-situ focus marking in Kiswahili. 
Furthermore, in the Swahili pseudo-cleft, the focus is placed immediately after the verb. In this construction, the relative clause appears at the beginning of the sentences followed by the copula (basic copula), and the focus is placed at the end of the sentence. The restructuring of SDS aimed to encode focus at the end of the sentence. Example (6) shows the focus after the copulative verb in the Swahili pseudo-cleft. 

(6) a.
wa-li-o-ni-sukum-a     hadi     ni-ka-anguk-a 
       ni 
   [wa-ombolezaji    w-enzagu]F       

2SM-PST-RM-OM-root-FV  up to   
1SM-NM-RM-root-FV  COP   9.mourners           AGR2-fellow 

‘Those who pushed me until I fell were my fellow mourners.’

     b.
Ki-li-cho-onge-le-w-a               siku     hi-yo              ni     [u-chapakazi       wa-ke] F
7SM-PST-RM-root-APPL-PASS-FV    ø.day   that-AGR9  COP   14.hardworker         AGR9-his

‘What was discussed on that day was his hardworking’ 

Source: Field data (2025)

In example (6a&b), focus waombolezaji wenzangu ‘fellow mourners’ and uchapakazi wake ‘his hardworking’’ are placed at the end of the sentence, preceded by copulative verb ‘ni’. This verb is used as the focus marker in the cleft sentences.  In the Swahili pseudo cleft, the relative clause appears at the beginning of the sentence, as in example (6). Within Lambrecht’s Theory, focus is interpreted as constituents appearing immediately after the main verb (in-situ) in a normal Swahili clause and ex-situ in an inverted Swahili word order clause. In this case, focus appears immediately after the copula in an inverted word order clause. Therefore, this is interpreted as ex-situ focus marking in Kiswahili.
4.4 Types of Focus Marked in Swahili Cleft Construction 
The analysis of the data indicates that each Swahili cleft sentence used to mark its own type of focus depending on the focus position. A certain focus position in these construction denotates its type. When the focus is moved to another position, its type also changes to another type depending on the function of the focus in a particular position. The focus movement in cleft construction is a normal circumstance based on the intention of the speaker of the utterance. From empirical analysis, three types of focus, such as contrastive, exhaustive, and emphatic focus, are marked by cleft constructions in Kiswahili. 

4.4.1 Contrastive Focus in Swahili Basic Cleft Sentences

Contrastive focus highlights a specific choice among alternatives and distinguishes it from what is expected to be chosen (Kfrika, 2007). In linguistics, the contrastive focus is marked through intonation, stress, or specific grammatical constructions. Under this study, contrastive focus is marked through the Swahili basic cleft construction. This indicates the presence of a number of alternatives to be selected, but the basic cleft sentence selects only one and marks it as the focus. The form typically involves the copulative verb ‘ni/si/ndi-’ followed by the clefted elements and a headless relative clause. In this structure, the clefted element denotes the contrastive focus as illustrated in the examples below. 

(7) a. 
Ni [mwanamke m-moja]   a-li-ye-tu-saidi-a     nguo    ya-ke


COP 1.woman     AGR1.one    1SM-PST-RM-root-FV  ø.cloth   her-AGR1  

‘It was a woman who helped us with her cloth’.

     b. 
Ni    [kona ya Bwiru]  tu-li-po-kut-an-a          na      msafara  wa   magari

COP   kona ya Bwiru   1SM-PST-RM-root-REC-FV    with   3.convoy  of  5.car  
‘It was at Kona ya Bwiru where we met with his convoy.’

Source: Field data (2025)
As illustrated in example (7a&b), the copula ‘ni’ exclude all alternatives that might be selected in the Swahili basic cleft. Then, the clefted elements mwanamke mmoja ‘a woman’ and kona ya Bwiru (name of the place in Mwanza) are marked as the contrastive focus. In pragmatics, it is evident that there were a number of alternatives expected to an answer in those utterances, but through using basic cleft, only one alternative was selected, as indicated in the above examples. Within Lambrecht’s Theory, focus structure can range from narrow to broad focus in an utterance. Contrastive focus identified is among the types of focus interpreted within information structure theory by Lambrecht. 
4.4.2 Exhaustive Focus in Swahili Pseudo Cleft Sentences

Exhaustive focus refers to the sentential element that satisfies the condition and excludes other alternatives in a given utterance (Kfrika, 2007). This element provides the complete and correct set of information, with the implication that other alternatives contain false information. For instance, a saying ‘Lucia got a B in English’ to respond to the question: which students got a B in English?’ implies that no one else got a B. An exhaustive focus can be marked through various mechanisms, such as morphological or phonological assignment. Under this study, we found that the Swahili pseudo cleft denotes the exhaustive focus. Typically, the headless relative clause is used to introduce presupposed information, followed by the copulative verb ‘ni’ and then the focused element, which is known as exhaustive focus. See example (8) hereunder. 

(8) a.
u-li-po-punguz-a 
mu-endo  m-safara  ni  [daraja-ni      pa-le           mabatini]F

3SM-PST-RM-root-FV  
3.speed   3.convoy  COP ø.bridge-LOC   AGR16-that     mabatini 

‘where the convoy slowed down was at Mabatini bridge’.
   b.
ki-li-cho-tok-e-a 
  pa-le    
ni      [ajali 
   mbaya ya   bajaji]F

7SM-PST-RM-root-APPLFV  AGR16-that     COP   ø.accident   serious of    ø.bajaji 

‘what happened there was a serious bajaji accident’.


Source: Field data (2025)
Example (8a&b) implies that the focused elements were only correct in the utterance. In (8a), there is no other place where the convoy slowed down but only at Mabatini bridge. Also, in (8b), there is no other incident that happened in the referred area but a serious bajaji accident. These focus in (8a&b) imply satisfaction of the truth condition of the focused element in a particular proposition. Within Lambrecht’s Theory, focus structure can range from narrow to broad focus in an utterance. Exhaustive focus is among the types of focus interpreted within information structure theory by Lambrecht. 
4.4.3 Emphatic Focus in Swahili Inverted Pseudo Cleft Sentences

Emphatic focus is the constituent that indicates extra prominence in the utterance (Krifka, 2007). An emphatic focus highlights specific information as particularly important, often in contrast to, or as a correction of, a presupposition in a proposition. Languages use various mechanisms to mark emphatic focus. Some languages use prosody (stress and intonation), lexical devices (special word categories), or preposing and fronting as the mechanism of marking emphatic focus. This study investigates the presence of inverted pseudo cleft in Swahili as the mechanism of expressing emphatic focus. The emphatic focus is placed at the initial position of the sentence and followed by the copula verb {ndi-} and a headless relative clause. Both the copula and the headless relative clause contain the reflexive marker that coincides with fronted focus. For this case, the fronted (emphatic focus) is given extra prominence in the proposition as shown in example (9a&b). 

(9) a.[Kigongo-feri]F    ndi-po 
bodaboda        z-ote        zi-li-po-zui-li-w-a
Kigongo-feri  
         COP-RM
ø.bodaboda    AGR16-all    9SM-PST-RM-root-APPL-PASS-FV   
‘Kigongo Ferry is where all bodaboda were stopped’.
   b. [mafuta  ya elfu
  kumi   na tano]F ndi-yo   wa-li-yo-ni-wek-e-a          wa-le 
     abiria
      ø.fuel of  thousand ten and five COP-RM            3SM-PST-RM-OM-root-APPL-FV AGR2-that ø.passenger

      ‘The fuel worth fifteen thousand was what the passengers put for me.
Source: Field data (2025)
As illustrated in example (9a), the phrase Kigongo Feri ‘Kigongo ferry’ coincides with the reflexive marker {-po-} at the copula ‘ndipo’ and the headless relative clause zilipozuiliwa ‘where were stopped’. Again, the phrase mafuta ya elfu kumi na tano ‘the fuel worth fifteen thousand’ agrees with the reflexive marker {-yo-} on the copula ‘ndiyo’ and headless relative clause waliyoniwekea wale abiria ‘what the passengers put for me’. The incident of the two-reflexive marker in a separate phrase to coincide with the fronted element implies extra prominence to that element. Within Lambrecht’s Theory, focus structure can range from narrow to broad focus in an utterance. Emphatic focus identified is among the types of focus interpreted within information structure theory by Lambrecht.
5. 0 Conclusion 

The study analyzed the cleft construction as the main focus marking strategy in many languages within Lambrecht’s Theory of information structure. The findings demonstrate that Swahili cleft sentences serve as productive and systematic strategies for marking focus in an utterance. This makes it possible for the speaker to highlight specific constituents according to discourse needs. The analysis shows the position of focused elements, the status of the copula, and types of focus associated with ally kind of cleft sentences in Kiswahili. The results reveal two focus-bearing constituents in Kiswahili: noun phrase and infinitive clause. Different forms of noun phrases, such as nouns with prepositional phrases, nouns with determiner phrase or pronouns with adjective/determiner phrase can be focus-bearing constituents. Again, the Swahili infinitive clause, which is formed by inflecting {ku-} to the verb stem, is the focus-bearing constituent in all types of cleft. These constituents are central or pivotal for expressing focus. In all cases, focus is signaled by a copula element which acts as a focus marker and as a syntactic partitioning device. The choice between {ni/si} or {ndi-} as the focus markers further reveals the special grammatical status of the copula, which, unlike a typical linking verb, functions as an essential focus-assigning element in Swahili clefts. These findings reinforce the idea that Swahili employs asyntactic, rather than intonational means alone, to encode focus in an utterance. The study also identifies notable variation in focus positioning across different cleft types. In basic and pseudo clefts, the focused constituents appear immediately after the copula, while in inverted pseudo cleft appear before the copula. Furthermore, three distinct types of focus associated with specific cleft structures in Swahili were noted in this study: contrastive focus in basic cleft, exhaustive focus in pseudo cleft, and emphatic focus in inverted pseudo cleft. Ultimately, the study contributes to a deeper understanding of how Bantu languages use cleft constructions in expressing focus in propositions. It highlights the need for more detailed empirical work on Swahili syntax–discourse interface, paving the way for further research on morphological and phonological focus marking strategies and comparisons with other Bantu languages. By offering a formal description of Swahili clefts, this research enhances linguistic theory and supports practical applications in language technology, teaching, and documentation.
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� Some scholars can use different nomenclature such as subject, object, locative etc. In other case, they can use word categories such as pronouns, noun or determiner.  To sum up this, we use noun phrase as the general term that include all structure of the noun phrase. Also, the term still valid to other nomenclature because if referred as subject, object or locative still is noun phrase. 


� The copula in Swahili cleft sentences should not be regarded as an ordinary linking verb as found in non-cleft clauses. Instead, it occupies a special structural and pragmatic status within cleft constructions. Only a limited set of linking verb f such as {ni/si,} and the agreement-sensitive {ndi-} forms are used to mark focus in Swahili cleft sentences
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