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Part I: Focus in Surkum (and other Northern Burun
languages)
1.

Introduction

Northern Burun, Western Nilotic: Surkum, Kurmuk, Mayak.
Spoken in the southern part of Blue Nile State in Sudan.
The issue: Alternation between long and short endings of verbs.
The problem: What is the function of this alternation?

2.

Clause structure and verbal morphology

2.1.

Constituent orders

(1) tU~Ul mE!El-lI!.
child dance-AFF
‘The child is dancing.’
(2) a.
b.

tU~Ul /a~m ÎU!ba!n.
child eat
polenta
‘The child is eating polenta.’
ÎU!ba!n /a~m-pI~
Nø~ tU~Ul.
polenta eat-PASS by child
‘The polenta is being eaten by the child.’
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c.

(3) a.
b.
c.
d.

2.2.
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ÎU!ba!n /a~m-pI~-rI~.
polenta eat-PASS-AFF
‘The polenta is being eaten.’
a~è/a~m ÎU!ba!n.
1SG=eat polenta
‘I am eating polenta.’
ÎU!ba!n /a~m-a~-gI~.
polenta eat-1SG-AFF
‘I am eating the polenta.’
/a~m ÎU!ba!n.
eat
polenta
‘He/She/It is eating polenta.’
/a~m-a~-gI~.
eat-1SG-AFF
‘I am eating it.’

Verbal roots

(4) a.
b.
c.

(5) a.
b.

Nø! tE~c.
not survive
‘He will not survive.’
Nø! la~ac.
not urinate
‘He is not urinating.’
Nø! Na!aN.
not cry
‘He is not crying.’

(With low-toned short vowel)
(With low-toned long vowel)
(With high-toned long vowel)

ka!ma!l wE~l
ya!awa!t1.
(With low-toned short vowel)
girl
buy oil
‘The girl is buying oil.’
ka~ykO~n
cu~up d1E~EN.
(With low-toned long vowel)
shepherd milk cow
‘The shepherd is milking a cow.’
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c.

2.3.

tU~Ul ma!at1 /a~ak.
child drink milk(PL)
‘The child is drinking milk.’
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(With high-toned long vowel)

Antipassive

(6) Root + Derivation(s) + Aspect(s) + Tense + Subject + Affirmative
(7) a.
b.
c.
d.

tU~Ul /a~m ÎU!ba!n.
child eat
polenta
‘The child is eating polenta.’
tU~Ul /ø~m-biŸ-ri⁄.
child eat-AP-AFF
‘The child is eating.’
tU~Ul Nø! Õ/ø!m-bi⁄.
child not eat-AP
‘The child is not eating.’
tU~Ul Nø! Õ/ø!m-bi⁄ ÎU!ba!n.
child not eat-AP polenta
‘The child is not eating polenta.’

3. Short and long endings of verbs: The affirmative suffix and its
allomorphs

Problem: The existence of long and short endings of verbs, without any
apparent difference in the propositional content of the clause.
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Table 1. Examples of verb endings with a long and a short form
Long
Short
Function
-CI
Ø
present tense of non-derived intransitive verbs
-CI
-U
past tense of non-derived intransitive verbs
-Ud1 I , -ud1 I -U, -u
past tense
-ad1 I , -ød1 I -at1 , -øt1
habitual
-CIrI
-CI
passive
-(C)IrI
-(C)I
centrifugal
-(C)iri
-(C)i
antipassive
-uru
-u
centripetal
-uru
-u
multiplicative, antipassive multiplicative
-agI
-a
1st person singular subject
-iri
-i
2nd person singular subject
-ErE
-E
3rd person singular subject
-anOOrI
-anO
1st person plural exclusive subject
-EErE
-EE
2nd person plural subject
Apocope or two suffixes?
Analysis: The long endings consist of two suffixes, the last of which I have
called “affirmative”.
Hypothesis: The affirmative suffix has a focus function.
Examples of the alternation between long and short endings, illustrated with
affirmative and negative clauses with the verb in final position:
(8)

a.
b.

(9)

a.

ya!n
rU~Ut1-t1I~-rI~.
tree:PL plant-PASS-AFF
‘The trees are being planted.’
ya!n
Nø! rU~Ut1-t1I~.
tree:PL not plant-PASS
‘The trees are not being planted.’
gu!uc
Õru!ut1-i⁄-ri⁄.
young.man
plant-AP-AFF
‘The young man is planting.’
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(10)

a.
b.

(11)

a.
b.

(12)

a.
b.

(13)

a.
b.

(14)

a.

gu!uc
Nø! Õru!ut1-i⁄.
young.man
not plant-AP
‘The young man is not planting.’
gu!uc
Õru!ut1-u!d1-I~.
young.man
plant:AP-PAST-AFF
‘The young man planted.’
gu!uc
Nø! Õru!ut1-u!.
young.man
not plant:AP-PAST
‘The young man did not plant.’
/i⁄iÎ-u!-ru~.
cut-M:AP-AFF
‘He is cutting repeatedly.’
Nø! /i⁄iÎ-u!.
not cut-M:AP
‘He is not cutting repeatedly.’
tU~Ul /o~ot1-u!-ru!.
child go-M-AFF
‘The child is walking.’
tU~Ul Nø! Õ/o!ot1-u!.
child not go-M
‘The child is not walking.’
ÎU!ba!n /a~m-a~-gI~.
polenta eat-1SG-AFF
‘I am eating the polenta.’
ÎU!ba!n Nø! /a~m-a~.
polenta not eat-1SG
‘I am not eating the polenta.’
ya!n
rU#Ud1-Õd1-a!nO!O-rI~.
tree:PL plant-PAST-1PLEX-AFF
‘We planted the trees’
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4.
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ya!n
Nø! ÕrU!Ud1-Õd1-a!nO!.
tree:PL not plant-PAST-1PLEX
‘We did not plant the trees.’

Identifying the affirmative suffix

The affirmative suffix in underived intransitive verbs.
Illustrated with affirmative and negative declarative clauses in which the verb
occurs in the final position:
(15)

a.
b.

(16)

a.
b.

Long verb forms
tU~Ul Na!aN-gI!.
child cry-AFF
‘The child is crying.’
tU~Ul Na$aN-g-I!.
child cry-PAST-AFF
‘The child cried.’

c.
d.

Long verb forms
tU~Ul la~aj-jI~.
child urinate-AFF
‘The child is urinating.’
tU~Ul la#aj-j-I~.
child urinate-PAST-AFF
‘The child urinated.’

(17)

High Spread:

(18)

a.

σ
g
H

σ
b&
L

c.
d.

σ
g
H

tU~Ul ma!at1 /a~ak.
child drink milk(PL)
‘The child is drinking milk.’

Short verb forms
tU~Ul Nø! Na!aN.
child not cry
‘The child is not crying.’
tU~Ul Nø! Na!aN-U~.
child not cry-PAST
‘The child did not cry.’
Short verb forms
tU~Ul Nø! la~ac.
child not urinate
‘The child is not urinating.’
tU~Ul Nø! Õla!aj-U!.
child not urinate-PAST
‘The child did not urinate.’
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tU~Ul ma!ad1-U~
/a~ak.
child drink-PAST milk(PL)
‘The child drank milk.’

Table 2. Phonological derivation of the long past tense forms of ‘cry’ and
‘urinate’
cry-PAST-AFF
urinate-PAST-AFF
Na!aN-U~C-I!
la~aj-U!C-I~
Underlying form
Na!aN- C
~ -I!
la~aj- C
! -I~
Deletion of PAST -U
(i)
Na$aN-C-I!
la#aj-C-I~
(ii)
Tone reassignment
(19)

Kurmuk:
Long verb forms
a. t1aa! ra!k ÕnI!In-ÎI!.
person sleep-AFF
‘The man is sleeping.’
b. t1aa! ra!k ÕnI!In-U!d1-I~.
person sleep-PAST-AFF
‘The man slept.’

c.
d.

Short verb forms
t1aa! ra!k Õa!na! nI!In.
person not
sleep
‘The man is not sleeping.’
t1aa! ra!k Õa!na! nI!In-U!.
person not
sleep-PAST
‘The man did not sleep.’

Table 3. Subject suffixes with and without a following affirmative suffix in
present tense forms with the transitive root /a~m ‘eat’ from class cv~c, compared
with independent and proclitic personal pronouns
With affirmative suffix
Without
Independent Proclitic
affirmative personal
personal
suffix
pronouns
pronouns
/a~m-a~-gI~ \ /a~m-a~g-I~
/a~m-a~
/a~anI!c
“/‘a~
1SG
/a~m-iŸ-ri⁄
/a~m-i⁄
/iŸini⁄c
“/‘iŸ
2SG
/a~m-E~-rE!
/a~m-E!
d1a!anI!c
3SG
Ø
/a~m-pI~
/I!IgI!c
“/‘I!
1DLIN /a~m-pI~-rI~
/a~m-piŸni⁄
/i⁄iÕgi⁄≠i⁄
“/‘i›n
1PLIN /a~m-piŸni⁄i-riŸ \ /a~m-piŸni⁄-iriŸ
/a~m-a~nO!
/O!nO!k
“/‘a!n
1PLEX /a~m-a~nO!O-rI~ \ /a~m-a~nO!-OrI~
/a~m-E!E-rE!
/a~m-E!E
we!egu!c
we!e
2PL
/a~m-kE!-rE!
/a~m-kE!
d1a!aÕgi⁄nø!
ge~e
3PL
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Table 4. Allomorphy of the affirmative suffix (disregarding a few exceptions)
Allomorph
Morphophonological environment
-CI
after a root consonant, the value of C being determined by
that consonant
-I
after a suffix consonant
-rV
after a suffix vowel, V having the same quality as that vowel
(20)

5.

a.

-CI:

b.

-I:

c.

-rV:

tU~Ul Na!aN-gI!.
child cry-AFF
‘The child is crying’
gu!uc
Õru!ut1-u!d1-I~.
young.man
plant:AP-PAST-AFF
‘The young man planted.’
tU~Ul /o~ot1-u!-ru!.
child go-M-AFF
‘The child is walking.’

Grammatically conditioned distribution of the affirmative suffix

The affirmative suffix is obligatory in the final position of affirmative clauses
that are either declarative or polar interrogative (yes/no-questions).
The affirmative suffix is excluded from the following constructions:
• negative clauses
• constituent questions, except for ‘why’-questions
• imperative clauses
• cleft sentences
• clauses with a postverbal object

5.1.

(21)

Constituent questions

iŸè/a~m No~oŒ
2SG=eat what
‘What are you eating?’
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(22)

(23)

(24)

jI~Ib-I!-cI!
Nø~ Na!aŒ
hit-M-PASS by who
‘By whom is he being beaten?’
nø~g-E!
kø~
No~oŒ
hit-3SG PREP what
‘With what is he beating him?’
a.
b.

rø!t1
Õ/ø!d-1 U!U
t1OO
! NŒ
chief go-CP:PAST when
‘When did the chief come?’
tU~Ul /ø~d1-U!Ud1-I~.
child go-CP:PAST-AFF
‘The child came.’

With the verb in clause-final position:
(25)

a.
b.

(26)

(27)

(28)

Na!a
/a!d1-I!Œ
who go-CF
‘Who will go?’
tU~Ul /a!d1-I!-rI~.
child go-CF-AFF
‘The child will go.’

Na!a
Õ/ø!d1-U!UŒ
who go-CP:PAST
‘Who came?’
Na!a
/o~l-o~d1-i⁄Œ
who call:M-CONT-2SG
‘Whom are you calling?’
kO!lI!c ba~ Na$a
yø~øb-i⁄Œ
stick of who:TERM
want:M?-2SG
‘Whose stick do you want?’
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‘Why’-questions:
(29)

(30)

tU~Ul Na!aN-gI! tI~IŒ
child cry-AFF why
‘Why is the child crying?’
iŸiNø!
/O!Ol tI~IŒ
2SG:not sing why
‘Why are you not singing?’

5.2.

Imperative clauses

(31)

a.

(32)

a.

5.3.

Cleft sentences

(33)

A:
B:

bU~d1-E!<
run-2SG
‘Run!’
/a~m-i⁄<
eat-2SG
‘Eat it!

b.

bU~d1-E!E<
run-2PL
‘Run!’

b.

/a~m-E!E<
eat-2PL
‘Eat it!’

Na!a
/a!d1-I!Œ
who go-CF
‘Who will go?’
/a~anI!c d1aa!
/a!d1-I$I.
1SG
FOC
go-CF:TERM
‘I will go.’

Cf. relative clause:
(34) gu!g-i⁄≠ kø! nI!In-ÎI$I
dog-PL [PL sleep-AFF:TERM]
‘Sleeping dogs do not bark.’

Nø! ÕNU!r-a!t1.
not bark-HAB
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5.4.

(35)

(36)

5.5.
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Yes/no questions

õwe!eènI!In-ÎI!Œ
2PL=sleep-AFF
‘Are you sleeping?’
t1aa! rU!k /I~nE~
Ne~ed1-õi⁄-ri⁄Œ
person D1:SG know-2SG-AFF
‘Do you know this person?’

Clauses with a postverbal patient

Conclusion so far: The affirmative suffix is absent in (i) clauses that contain an
element which is inherently in focus by virtue of its meaning, namely a
question word, a negation, or the imperative mood, and (ii) in cleft sentences
in which a focalized constituent is marked by the particle d1a!a.
Hypothesis: The affirmative suffix is a default focus marker which focalizes
either the verb or the polarity. It is used if and only if no other constituent or
element is in focus.
Implication: A postverbal object is inherently in focus, by virtue of its position
and its syntactic function.
Independent evidence: Defocalization of postverbal objects: In negative clauses
and in yes/no-questions, a postverbal object is demoted to oblique status via
antipassivization, unless it is contrastively in focus.
5.5.1.

Affirmative declarative clauses with a postverbal patient

The affirmative suffix is never present before an object:
(37) a. gU!Uk na~n tU~Ul.
dog bite child
‘The dog is biting the child.’
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(38)
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gU!Uk na!n-U~
tU~Ul.
dog bite-PAST child
‘The dog bit the child.’

Mayak:
a. aècaap
riN-it1.
1SG=boil meat-SG
‘I am cooking meat.’ ((potential) focus on the patient)
b. iècaap
NøŒ
2SG=boil what
‘What are you cooking?’

The affirmative suffix is always (?) present before a demoted patient:
(39) Mayak:
a. aècøøp-I-r
riN-it1.
1SG=boil-AP-AFF meat-SG
‘I am cooking meat.’ (focus on the polarity)
b. iècøøp-I-r
riN-it1Œ
2SG=boil-AP-AFF meat-SG
‘Are you cooking meat?’
c. aècøøp-I-r.
1SG=boil-AP-AFF
‘I am cooking.’
(40)

Kurmuk:
ÙtU~Ul /ø~m-bi⁄ Îu!bø!n.
child eat-AP polenta
‘The child is eating polenta.’

Interpretation: A postverbal object is (potentially) inherently in focus, and the
antipassive derivation defocalizes the object by demoting it to oblique status.
5.5.2.

Negative declarative clauses with a postverbal patient

In negative declarative clauses with a postverbal patient, the verb is normally
antipassive:
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(41)

a.
b.
c.
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tU~Ul /a~m ÎU!ba!n.
child eat
polenta
‘The child is eating polenta.’
tU~Ul Nø! Õ/ø!m-bi⁄ ÎU!ba!n.
child not eat-AP polenta
‘The child is not eating polenta.’
tU~Ul Nø! Õ/ø!m-bi⁄.
child not eat-AP
‘The child is not eating.’

But the verb can be transitive, with focus on the object:
(42) A: mI!n
Õbi⁄iÎu$u
ca~ap õri⁄N-i⁄tŒ1
woman:SG of:2SG:TERM boil meat-SG
‘Is your wife cooking meat?’
B: e~/e!, Nø! ca~ap ri⁄N-i⁄t1,
/u!ur ÎU!ba!n.
no
not boil meat-SG
stir
polenta
‘No, she is not cooking meat, she is cooking polenta.’
(43)

Kurmuk:
a. tU~Ul /a~m Îu!bø!n.
child eat
polenta
‘The child is eating polenta.’
b. tU~Ul a!na! /ø!m-Õbi⁄ Îu!bø!n.
child not
eat-AP polenta
‘The child is not eating polenta.’
(‘It is not the case that the child is eating polenta’)
c. tU~Ul a!na! /a!m ÕÎu!bø!n.
child not
eat
polenta
‘The child is not eating polenta.’
(Presupposition: ‘The child is eating something’)
(‘What the child is eating is not polenta’)

Interpretation: The antipassive derivation defocalizes the patient, so that only
the negation is in focus.
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Affirmative yes/no questions with a postverbal patient

In affirmative yes/no questions with a postverbal patient, the verb is normally
antipassive if followed by a patient, and it has the affirmative suffix:
(44)

A:

B:

tu~l-iŸl
mø!t1-ø!d1-õI~
mU~UŒ
child-PL drink:AP-HAB-AFF beer
‘Do children drink beer?’
(‘Is it the case that children drink beer?’)
e~/e!, tu~l-iŸl
Nø! mø!t1-ø!t1
mU~U,
no
child-PL not drink:AP-HAB beer
‘No, children don’t drink beer,’
(‘No, it is not the case that children drink beer.’)
ge~eèma!ad1-a!t1
/a~ak.
3PL=drink-HAB
milk(PL)
‘they drink milk.’
(‘What they drink is milk’)

Interpretation: The antipassive derivation defocalizes the patient, and the
affirmative suffix indicates that polarity in in focus.

5.6.

Clauses with a postverbal adverbial

With or without the affirmative suffix:
(45)

(46)

a!è/ø!d1-u!-ru~
mø!y-u!.
FUT=go-CP-AFF
dry.season-LOC
‘He will come in the dry season.’
a.
b.

ÎU!ba!n /a~m-pI~-“rI~‘
Nø~ tU~Ul.
polenta eat-PASS-(AFF) by child
‘The polenta is being eaten by the child.’
ÎU!ba!n /a$m-pI!-“rI!‘
Nø~ tU~Ul.
polenta eat:PAST-PASS-(AFF) by child
‘The polenta was eaten by the child.’
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In yes/no questions:
(47)

(48)

a!ètu!b-u!-ru~
/a~nE~ ru~t1t1i›iŒ
FUT=arrive-CP-AFF here tomorrow
‘Will he arrive here tomorrow?’
tU~Ul ba~aÎI$I
õ/o!ok-Õu!d1-i⁄-ri⁄
child of:1SG:TERM see:CF-PAST-2SG-AFF
‘Did you see my son yesterday?’

Elicited dialogues with adverbials in focus:
(49)

A:
B:

(50)

Na!a
Õcø!øp-i⁄j-i⁄
ri⁄N-i⁄t1Œ
who boil-BEN-2SG meat-SG
‘Whom are you cooking the meat for?’
ca~ab-a~
kø~
/O!Ow Õba!aÎI$I.
cook-1SG PREP man of:1SG:TERM
‘I am cooking it for my husband.’

A1: tU~Ul Na!aN-gI! tI~IŒ
child cry-AFF why
‘Why is the child crying?’
B1: jI~Ib-I!-cI!-rI!.
hit-M-PASS-AFF
‘He is being beaten.’
A2: jI~Ib-I!-cI!
Nø~ Na!aŒ
hit-M-PASS by who
‘By whom is he being beaten?’
B2: jI~Ib-I!-cI!
Nø~ wO~r-O~.
hit-M-PASS by father-3
‘He is being beaten by his father.’
A3: nø~g-E!
kø~
No~oŒ
hit-3SG PREP what
‘What is he hitting him with?’

a!t1Õt1i⁄inu!Œ
yesterday
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B3: nø~g-E!
kø~
bE!El-E~Et1.
hit-3SG PREP cane-SG
‘He is hitting him with a cane.’
Hypothesis: The affirmative suffix is used if the adverbial is not in focus.
6.

Conclusion

The affirmative suffix is a focus marker which indicates that the scope of the
focus is either the verb or the polarity or both. This focus marker is used
whenever nothing else is in focus. Hence, it is largely grammatically rather
than pragmatically controlled.
Examples from Mayak texts:
(51)

Mayak
1. buuNu-wak t1aarOk ÎUUd-IkE-r,
hyena-PL
person carry:PAST-3PL-AFF
‘The hyenas carried the human being,’
2. wø
cok-uD-ikE
pii
t1in.
and
throw:CF-PAST-3PL water(PL) LOC
‘and threw him into the water.’
3. t1aarOk riNit1-E
tEj-I
kø
pii,
person body-3SG revive:PAST-AFF PREP water(PL)
‘The human being revived with the water,’
4. lEE
/aar-I.
until breathe-AFF
‘until he started breathing.’ (t.)

(52)

Mayak
A: tII
Nø /oot-uD-iŒ
why not call:CF-PAST-APPL?:2SG
‘Why did you not go and call him?’
B: /oot-uD-ø-r.
call:CF-PAST-1SG-AFF
‘I did go and call him.’ (t.)
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Abbreviations
1DLIN
1PLEX
1PLIN
1SG
2PL
2SG
3
3PL
3SG

AFF
AP

APPL
BEN
CF

CONT
CP

D1

FOC
FUT

HAB

LOC
M

PASS

PAST
PL

PREP
SG

TERM

=
=
=
=
=
=
=
=
=
=
=
=
=
=
=
=
=
=
=
=
=
=
=
=
=
=
=
=

first person dual inclusive
first person plural exclusive
first person plural inclusive
first person singular
second person plural
second person singular
third person
third person plural
third person singular
affirmative
antipassive
applicative
benefactive
centrifugal
continuous
centripetal
first person demonstrative
focus
future
habitual
locative
multiplicative
passive
past tense
plural
preposition
singular or singulative
terminator
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