RECONSIDERING THE NOTION OF rocus IN THE DESCRIPTION OF TAGALOG!

Joseph F. Kess

Focus as a syntactlc device has seen conslderable use 1n the modern
description of Tagalog and other Philippine languages. Such treatments
have been relatively effectlve in their handling of certaiﬁ aspects of
Tagalog verbal structure, but at the same time have overlooked certain
other important underlying considerations. Some of these are the
questlion of focus affixes and theilr utility other than merely as a
descriptive device of verbal morphology in Tagalog. Secondly, there
1s the question of Just how meaningful the notion of focus 1s at all.
Thirdly, there remains the question of just which features of the lan-
guage lie submerged because of the limltations inherent in the frame
of reference provlded by the focus concept as applied thus far 1n the
history of the llnguilstilc description of Tagalog.

The fact 1s that a merely surface consideration of focus is not
sufficient for a complete understanding of Tagalog verbal constructions,
but represents only a partial approach to the problem. A bipartite
approach must be used, the two levels of which together may provide a
more complete plcture of the language than has been the case. The
directlion of the argument is that the present interpretation of verbal
constructions by focus accounts for only certain superficial features
of the verb morphology. It provides convenient structural categories
for verbal affixes, but cannot a priori predict what the semantic rela-
tionship of the affixed verb to the tople of the sentence wlll be. Nor,
as a matter of fact, 1f such semantic relationships are reduced to a
smaller and simpler number of possible case-llke relationships between
the affixed verb and the sentential topic, can one predict a prioril
what that case-like relationship will be from the afflx exhibited by
the verb.

A more satilsfylng alternative to this kind of treatment is to mark
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verbs on a bipartite foundation of filrst .verbal affix type and then
notions of case function. In an accurate system of verb description,
with correspondent verbal classification, 1t seems that the only way
that thls can be accomplished is with a system that cross-classifies
its verbs both as to which verbal affixes they occur with (previously
called focus), as well as which particular case relationships (to be
designated as focus) these verbal affixes happen to mark with the sen-
tence topilc.

While verbal predicates in Tagalog do differ in the surface mani-
festations of structural arrangements which do occur, the sentence con-
structlon types cannot be sald to be 1nvarlably signalled by the so-
called focus affixes in the verbal construction. Moreover, such focus
affixes cannot be described as invariably denoting the case-marking
relatlionship between the sentence constituent 1n the toplc position
and the verbal predicate. Verb stems differ 1n respect to which verb
stems occur wlth which verbal afflixes. Secondly, such afflixes may
differ in respect to which case functions actually exist between the
verbal predicate and the topic. Thirdly, verbal predicates so con-
structed may also differ in the other case relationships which they
admit in the entlre sentence structure.

If one 1s not to overlook such important considerations, the incom-
pleteness of thils approach can be compensated for by marking verb stems
for the verbal affixes they may occur with, and in turn the resultant
verbal predicates for the particular case-like function of the topilc
complement 1n the sentence. Here, 1f the term focus 1is to be retained
for this latter feature, it 1s not very different from case grammar
notions presented in recent arguments for the analysis of language,
and such verbal predicate-~topic relationships are easily translated
Into simple case relationships.

At this juncture it may be in order to qulckly survey the earlier
history of Tagalog description for some insights .as to the origin of
the particular descriptive philosophy so often employed in Tagalog.
Tagalog, llke a good many other Philippine languages, exhlbits a set
of unique structural arrangements in 1ts paradigm of verbal construction
types. This phenomenon has variously been termed voice, case, and
focus, with the latter term becoming common in recent years. Descrip-
tions employilng the concept of focus emphasize 1ts case-like function,
claiming that the dramatis personae roles of the focused complement,
or toplc, are marked in the verb by certain focus-marking affixes,
which are taken to indicate whether the toplc plays the role of actor,
object, beneficlary, instrument, or location.

Basically, the notion of focus and focus-types as they have been
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used in Tagalog and related languages may be explained as follows.

The major simple sentence type in Tagalog usually consists of at least
a focused complement and a predicate. If the predicate is a verb, as
it most often is, the focused complement is the topic of the predicate
and is differentiated from non-focused complements in that if is intro-
duced by the particle ang or contains a member of a pronominal or
demonstrative substitute set associated with ang.2 The predicate may
also be a locative phrase or an adjective, in which case the topic is
still introduced by ang or is an ang phrase substitute.

Though the focused complement is marked by the particle ang or one
of its substitutes, its dramatis personae roles have been taken to be
marked in the verb by certailn affixes. These voice-marking affixes,
which also mark tense, thus have been said to indicate whether the
topic plays the role of actor, object, beneficiary or instrument, or
location. Stems inflectable by such affixes are identified as verbs
while other stems are nouns or descriptives. Verbal constructions, in
turn, have been identified as focus constructions of one or another
type by the various voice affixes in the verb. While the particular
relationship of the topic to the verb has been said to exhibit over-
tones of a case-like nature, the relationship of the verb to non-topic
complements has also been spoken of as a case relationship. In this
sense, the particles which introduce the non-topic verbal complements
have been occasionally called case-marking particles, while the par-
ticle which marks the topic is usually termed the topic-marking par-
ticle. Thus the case-like relationship of the topic to the verb, or
the dramatis personae roles of the topic complement, have been taken
to be explicitly marked in the verb, while those of the non-topic
complement are marked by contrasting particles or contrasting pro-
nominal sets.

This format of analysis has carried through ever since Blake and
Bloomfield first proposed it for Tagalog and finds countless descrip-
tive parallels in the discussion of many other Philippine languages.
Taking but three examples of the many possible ones, one cannot help
but note the similarity in description. For example, McKaughan, in an
analysis of Maranao, outlines similar relationships which, he says,
intersect. He remarks that "verbal affixes thus mark grammatical rela-
tions between verb and topic which intersect the relations marked by
the particles used with other than topic substantives."3 These rela-
tionships for Maranao aré actor, direct object, indirect object, and
instrument.

Miller records a similar syntactic structure for Mamanwa. For
Miller, "the term FOCUS as applied to Mamanwa refers to the significant
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relationship which exists in a verbal clause between the action of its
predicate and 1its actor, namely, SubJect PFocus; or between an action
and its goal, namely, ObJect Focus; or between an action and the one
on whose behalf the action 1s performed or the location of the action,
namely, Referent Focus; or between an action and some other person or
thing involved in the action, namely, Accessory Focus."

Kerr's discussion of the verbal system of Cotabato Manobo lists
"four distinctive types of relationship which the topic may contract
with the verb, actor, object, instrument, or referent."5 Kerr notes
that for Cotabato Manobo "the particular case-like relationship obtain-
ing between the topic and the verb 1s 1ndicated by the morphemic shape
of the voice affix, not by any morphemic feature of the topic nominal
expression 1tself."

In summary, then, linguists have spoken of the distinctive nature of
the Philippine verbal paradigm as being characterized by special voice-
marking affixes. They have also called attention to the fact that,
according to the focus type of the verb (as determined by the verbal
affix), a particular sentence complement shall bear a specilal relation-
ship to the verbal predicate. Thils complement 1s the focused nominal
expresslon and has been termed the 'topic' of the sentence. It has
also been said that the toplc may contract at least four distinctive
types of relationship with the verb, namely, actor, object or goal,
instrument or accessory, and locatlve referent. These three - McKaughan,
Miller, and Kerr - are only three examples of many descriptions which
have made use of a similar framework, and one concludes that symmetry,
compactness, and straightforward one to one relationships exist between
verb affixes and case relationships in sentence structure. There are,
of course, exceptions to thils observation, as for example, the recent
semantically-oriented treatment by Schachter and Otanes.

It may be that Blake and Bloomfield's early studles set the preced-
ent for the crystallization of verbal predicates in Tagalog into the
four major focus types. The introduction of their descriptions, and
further, Bloomfield's proffering of terminology for the four types,
may have set a precedent for a good deal of grammatical thought 1n
ensuing descriptions. In point of fact, the modern history of lin-
guistic description for Tagalog verbs begins when Blake published some
of his first articles in the Jouinal of the Amerdican Oxniental Society
at the turn of the century. Blake was followed and then paralleled
by Bloomf1e1d9 in Tagalog investigation, but one can easily imagine the
authoritative influence exerted by the latter in certaln quarters.
Their particular orientations towards language, and specifically
Tagalog, fused into a curilous amalgam of mentalism and mechanism.
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Blake's comments drew attention to what seemed to be semantic overtones
to the focus or verbal construction types.

For Blake, 1t seemed that "in any given sentence the volce of the
verb depends upon the relative importance of the various elements, the
most important or emphatic idea being made the subject of the sentence.
If this is the agent of the actlion expressed by the verb, the active
voice 1s used; if it 1s any other element of the sentence, then one of
the three passives 1s employed. In general, the in passive is used
when the object of an action ... is made the subject; the i passive
when the subject 1s the object of an action away from the agent ... or
the instrument or case of the action; the an passive, when a place or
anything regarded as a place stands as subject."10

Thus, it was first Blake who gave primacy to their semantic over
tones, and a recent article by Hidalgo encapsulates what has been taken
as a common assumption in the description of Tagalog ever since Blake
published those first articles at the turn of the century. Like Blake's
explanation, Hidalgo's conception of the notion of focus 1s such that
"a constituent 1s brought into sharp perspective so that the attention
of the lilstener is drawn closer to that constituent which is presumably
in the speaker's mind. This element, which i1s in sharp perspective, or
which 1s in focus, we call topic."11

However, grammatical focus is not such that a sentence constituent
is brought into some kind of sharp perspective so that the attention
of the listener 1s drawn closer to that constituent, presumably fore-
most in the speaker's mind. A particular focus construction type does
not mean that the particular focused topic 1is exclusively the focus or
center of attention, although 1t may be related to the opposition of
given versus new information, as hinted at by Buenaventura—Naylor.12

Here 1t might be beneficial to reconsider some of the possible
notions fringing on the grammatical status of topic and focus. A par-
ticular focus construction type does not necessarily mean that the
particular focused topic 1s exclusively the focus or center of atten-
tion. This must be obvious for at least several reasons. First, if
this were the case, it would be impossible to make certain nomilnal
phrases the center of attention for the simple reason that the particu-~
lar verb in question does not admit (for reasons not too well defined)
verbal forms which are the result of a particular focus affix type.
Secondly, complements are rarely mentioned when verbal constructions
are nominalized by position and case-marking particles indicating their
function in sentences. If the notion of focus of attention is followed
to its logical extremes, then a given sentence might have two, or per-
haps more, foci of attention. Grammatically, this is obviously pos-
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sible, but in any real sense, how must one then concentrate on several
foci of attention. There is no longer any uniqueness attached to .the
item in focus.

Thirdly, if it is information content that focus is concerned with
in a topic-comment relationship in a Tagalog sentence, it is the com-
ment which provides information about the topic and makes for greater
specificity. Conjecturing further, the attention given, if it is given
in this fashion, would understandably gravitate toward the predicate,
since this is where the greatest information is given content—wise.13
Lastly, the uses of focus and topic to underline center of attention
and/or emphasis is in the last a purely cognitive performance para-
phrase for what is essentially a grammatical phenomenon. Unless some
empirical evidence is forthcoming, it is best to consider what has been
termed focus simply a grammatical device. A parallel may be drawn here
between English voice and its active and passive manifestations. There
have been arguments for the semantic, stylistic, and emotional over-
tones of voice in English, but none of them entirely convincing. 1In
fact, there would appear to be only frail empirical evidence for the
hierarchy of priorities among the active, passive, negative, and passive
negative. Recall here the rather strong debates, resulting confusion,
and final disowning by some of Miller's projJect studying time lag as
an indicator of priority of sentence types in the earlier version of
generative transformational grammar.

While 1t was Blake who may have contributed unwittingly to the center
of attention characterization of focus, it may have been Bloomfield who
helped to fix the number of wverbal construction types by form alone.

It is difficult to assess how the apparent readiness to equate specific
affixes with specific focus types arose. Curiously enough, in an early
article Blake had entertained the very notion that different case rela-
tions were shown 1n several ways by the four construction types in
Tagalog. Having made mention of the four, marking them by their affix
forms, Blake proceeded to mark some of the case-like relationships
(using Latin-like cases) which might obtain between members of the
sentence. Blake realized that the formal mechanics (the number of
affixes -~ active, in, i, an -~ and the particles ang, nang, and sa)
.were indeed limited, but the number of real case-like relationships

was not so limited nor were they exactly correspondent to the small
number of four which formal properties later led him and others to
provide fixed categories‘fo'r'.:L

Extrapolating from Blake, suppose one does set about establishing
and maintaining a set number of verbal construction types on the basis
of the argument from formal properties. While the number of verbal
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types may be held to a constant of four, there is nevertheless obvious
overlap in the respective uses of the case-marking particles, ang, nang,
and sa, and their respective pronominal (ako, ko, akin) sets. It 1s in
this light not entirely unreasonable to expect some overlap between the
various construction types themselves. Multiple overlap on the surface
level is a phenomenon that Philippine languages exhibit in other areas,
and even the idea of overlap 1in case representation is not a novel one.
Blake and Bloomfield's early definitions were deliberately broad enough
to accommodate some of the different case representations. Notably,
some pedagogical texts 1like Larson and Aspillera point up the fact of
incomplete paradigms and overlapping case representations. For example,
Larson mentions overlap between the usage of i- as goal-, as instrument-,
and as beneficiary-focus (this is apparently true, according to Larson,
for the derived mai- affixed verbs as well).1 Aspillera's pedagogical
treatment lists constructional possibilties for a sample of some 436
verbs, and the 1list is specific as to which are possible and which are
not.17 Schachter also devotes part of an article to a discussion of
several types of ambiguity in Tagalog, at least one of which 1s depend-
ent upon the case-crossing functions of the -an construction as both a
goal-focus and a locative~focus type.1

Incidentally, one notes that in early analyses, Blake and Bloomfield
recognized several construction types, but at first termed these passive
verbal constructions, with an implicit dichotomy between actives and
passives and a simpler grouping thereof. For example, Bloomfield wrote
of what he termed transient predicates ("transient words fall into four
classes according to the four relations which a subject may bear to
them when they are used as predicate")19 and christened these classes
by the names active, direct passive, instrumental passive, and local
passive.

This simpler dichotomy is somewhat maintained in Constantino's
treatment of the syntax of a number of Philippine languages. Thus, for
Constantino, "in an active sentence, the predicate verb is an active
verb. An active verb is one which co-occurs with an actor subject ...;
if the verb has an affix, it is an active suffix. A passive sentence
is a verbal (definite) sentence in which the predicate verb is a pas-
sive verb. A passive verb co-occurs with a non-actor subject and has

a passive actor complement in addition to the complements that occur
nel

with the active verb
A similar approach is seen in the more recent Schachter and Otanes
reference grammar which notes that "while many of the transitive verbs
that occur in basic sentences are actor-focus, an equal or greater
number of such verbs select as topic something other than the performer
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of the action. Any verb that does not focus upon the actor may be
called a GOAL-FOCUS verb."°2

Linguists have not always agreed on the number of focus-types in
Tagalog, and the argument as to how many focus types there really are
has characterized more modern approaches. Some notion of the dis-
agreement may be derived from even casually comparing Blake, Bloomfield,
Wolfenden, Larson, and Bowen.23 Perhaps one reason for the difference
of opinion is a result of the attempt to make the framework more real-
istic without ever really breaking from it. For example, Bloomfield's
four voice-modes are extended to five by Wolfenden. According to
Wolfenden, Tagalog "voice-mode affixes specify subjective, objective,
locative, implicative, and aptative relations" between the topic phrase
and the predicating verb.zu Unlike previous descriptions, Wolfenden's
aptative voice "shows the topic to be able to undergo the action named
by the verb stem", and mixes two previously identical focal relation-
ships. Both actor and obJect complement may appear as topic of the
same affix type.25

Bowen, 1n an analysis for pedagogical purposes, outlines six focal
categories: actor-focus, goal-focus, locative-focus, benefactive-focus,
iInstrumental-focus, and causative-focus.26 Topics of these construc-
tions are taken to correspond to and convert with different complements
in the actor-focus sentence, which is implied to be the reference point
for analysis of other focal construction types.

Some comment may be made on an assumption which has been taken by
some as being implied by the semantic center-of-attention notion in
the interpretation of the nature of focus. This is the assumption
that verbal constructions will have sentence-focus convertibility. In
other words, if it 1s true that a given focus construction in an actor-
focus sentence selects the actor of the sentence as the grammatical
(and in this interpretation, the center of attention) topic, then it
follows, or so it has been assumed by some, that other sentential com-
plements can be placed in focus by the appropriate shift in toplc- and
case-marking particles as well as a shift in focus affix.

However, the fact is that free focus convertibility does not exist
in this fashion for all verbal predicates for several reasons. First
of all, verbs obviously differ in thelr potential to be inflected for
various affixes which have been equated with focus types. Secondly,
the relationship between an affix and a particular focus type 1is not
invariant. Thirdly, in some cases where a verb is inflected for a
given set of affixes, the semantic and/or case relationships between
sentential components in a sentence of one focus type are not equiv-
alent in their functlons with sentential complements of another type.
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Simply because a given focus type appears with a given verb is no
guarantee that other focus-types may alternate with 1t in a manner
which takes non-topilc phrases of, say, an actor-focus (or any other
sentence) and re-aligns them according to the desired focus type sen-
tence. Namely, not all focus construction types equate on a one~to-
one semantic basls, with all phrasal members accounted for as elther
focused or non-focused 1n normal sentence usage.

Some have on this basils suggested that the case-marking volces for
which a verb is Inflected may be employed to provlide a framework for
the classification of verbal types as well as verbal case functions.
This point of view 1s 1mplicit in Kerr's discussion of the case con-
stellation of verbs (at least as far as classification according to
verbal type goes), and explicitly stated in Kess' suggestion of the
manner of presentation of syntactic features of Tagalog verbs. Kerr's
suggestion was that the case-marking voices (a possibility of four) for
which a verb 1s inflected may be grouped together and named the case
constellation of the verb. This could have served as the basis of a
verbal classificatory scheme, in which, according to Kerr, "the clas-
sification of a particular verb may be determined by setting up for 1t
a limited transformation battery.”27

So also with Kess' treatment 1n which Tagalog verbs are examlned
for co-occurrence with a battery of primary affixes. Here verbs are
found to differ in their capaclty for focus affix potential, and as a
result, are marked individually for such features. Resultant verbal
constructlions are also marked for co-occurrence with sentential com-
plements in the various resulting sententilal types.2 A more interest-
ing question is in fact contalned thereiln. Is there any compelling
reason why certain focus constructions appear more frequently than
others. Secondly, is there any compelling reason why a single con-
struction type or set of construction types (if the previous Ilnter-
pretation of focus 1s correct) appear for a given verbal root, and why
others do not? There seems no point 1n completely denying the exilst-
ence of connections between verb forms and underlying'interpretations
of semantic relationships which may 1ndeed sometimes explain the
intricacies of the Tagalog verbal scheme, but at the same time, there
seems to be no simple and directly observable basis for their use and
appearance other than pure statistical frequency appearance. In fact,
recent studles 1n the acquisition of focus show that the process pro-
ceeds at a different pace for the several construction types.29 One
plausible reason for thils being so 1s that such findings simply indi-
cate the relative strength and exposure of children to the particular
construction classes, elther by virtue of the class as a whole or by



182 JOSEPH F. KESS

virtue of thelr exposure to common verbs which may show thus-and-so
properties focus-wise. Both alternatives have an element of statistical
frequency about them, and if a semantically-oriented answer is not forth-
coming for the above questions, then one may be left with an answer of
the same qualitative order.

Such classifications seem headed in the right theoretical direction,
yet lack one important ingredient. Verbal types continue to be clas-
sified on the basis of formal properties alone, and semantic character-
izations are given to such categories after their inception upon purely
formal grounds. One might instead suggest that a similar type of clas-
sification be used, but one which couples formal properties and semantic
equivalencies in terms of case relationships from the outset. The
categories will not be as neat as before, but will ultimately provide
more satisfying coverage. One must remember that information in terms
of formal properties is not all that needs to be recorded. For such
verbs which do take a given affix, the focus as defined in a semantic
case-marking sense of what the role of the topic vis-a-vis the verb is
not always invariant. To complete the informational set, one must then
further ensure that information has been provided as to what focus type
of relationship this particular affix is marking with this particular
verb. As Buenaventura-Naylor has recently pointed out, "in the final
analysis, the lexical content of the verb is the key factor; the verb
stem determines which focus afflixes may co-occur with it, the verb stem
and its affix together determine the function and the semantic features
of the topic as well as the number of obligatory participant roles of
a focus construction.”3o

The question 1s now how these groups shall be listed in the descrip-
tion. A method of verb stem classification along these lines is to
indicate such an affix index for verbs and then the underlying case
relationship of the topic to the verb which are shown by the index.
This approach can make use of the suggestion of a complex symbol
analysis of the syntactic features of formatives, since a method of
description formulated to account for the fact that some aspect of
linguistic structure are cross-classificationally rather than hier-
archically arranged i1s exactly what is needed in this case. Such a
system of representation would mean that verbal classification would
be automatically built into lexicon representations of specific items.
This would on the one hand provide for a bullt-in classification of
verbal stems, and yet allow for any instantaneous classification of
verbs on the basis of desired features, affix-wise, case-wise, or both.

In conclusion, description of verbal types in Tagalog may be greatly
enhanced by dropplng some previous connotations of focus and merely
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conslidering the verbal affixes as surface- properties. One must include
another level, the semantic level of case relationships, and ask then,
after having marked verbs for the appropriate affixes with which they
may occur, which of the case-marking functions the resultant verbal
construction in question is in fact -marking with the toplc. Here one
could continue to entertain a notion of semantic focus, but it is only
possible on this second level representing the underlying case rela-

tionship of the topic to the affixed verbal construction.
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