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This study deals with information structure in Gĩkũyũ (E51), a Bantu language spoken in central 

Kenya. Previous studies of focus in the language e.g. Clements (1984), Bergvall (1987) and 

Schwartz (2003) dealt with focus in Gĩkũyũ simple questions, and they were all based on variant 

generative grammar approaches. The present study is based on a Role and Reference Grammar 

[RRG], a structural-functional theory of language. Particularly, this paper looks at the different 

foci types as explicated in RRG in simple sentences, including bound focus previously ignored in 

earlier studies. Further, issues of focus and topics in complex sentences e.g. conditional clauses 

are described. Finally, I analyze tail-head linkage constructions in narratives for givenness, 

definiteness and referent-tracking. Example focus data includes that in (1). 

 

(1)  a. M-wana  a-a-re- ir-ε           kee ?                 =   a-a-re- ir-ε                NYAMA.   

               1-child   1-PST- eat-ASP-FV  what ?                    1-PST- eat-ASP-FV    9.meat  

            ‘What did the child eat?’                                 ‘S/he ate MEAT’ 

 

b. M-wana  ne kee  a-a-re- ir-ε      ?          =  ne NYAMA a-a-re-ir-ε  

1-child  FM-what 1- PST-eat- ASP-FV   

    ‘What is it that the child ate?’                      ‘It is MEAT s/he ate.’ 

 

         c. Ne  kee      m-wana   a-a-re- ir-ε ?         = ne NYAMA (m-wana)   a-a-re-ir-ε  

              FM-what  1-child      1- PST-eat- ASP-FV   ‘It is a MEAT (the child)  s/he ate.’  

               ‘What did the child eat?’  

 

The simple question in (1a) has a wh-question in-situ. The focal constituent, nyama ‘meat’ is 

also in the same position occupied by the question it answers. In (1b) the wh-word is partially 

displaced with an obligatory focus marker (ne). The focused constituent and the subject 

argument, mwana ‘child’, must be structurally accounted for. Example (1c) shows an ex-situ wh-

word and an ex-situ focused element in the answer. Contrary to Clements (1984) and Schwartz 

(2003), I argue for a cleft analysis for such constructions. 

The study show how the different focus types fit in the RRG typology of focus (Van Valin 1999, 

2005). Further I will show how different types of topics in Gĩkũyũ are accounted for in RRG’s 

layered structure of the clause. 

 

Bantu languages including Gĩkũyũ present flexible word orders which influence information 

structure (Downing & Marten 2019). On the interaction of focus and syntax, the paper concludes 

that the flexible Gĩkũyũ syntax contrasts with a rigid focus structure in the language (cf. Van 

Valin (1999).   

As for information structure in Gĩkũyũ complex sentences, I show that conditional clauses have 

topic features (cf. Haiman 1978), in addition to the fact that they allow some main (root) clause 

phenomena (cf. Danckaert & Haegeman 2012). 
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