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This paper builds on Letsholo (2013), documenting additional properties of object
marking in Ikalanga (Bantu, Botswana and Zimbabwe). We show that the ability of
object markers to co-occur with overt objects is highly constrained by pragmatic
context. These co-occurrence constructions are linked with corrective focus read-
ings and mirative focus readings, along with verum focus readings (as first noticed
by Letsholo 2013). We also detail some persistent analytical puzzles regarding the
focus interpretations associated with OM-Obj co-occurrence in Ikalanga.

1 Introduction

Object marking is a linguistic strategy to refer to discourse-familiar objects, sim-
ilar to English pronominalization. Across Bantu languages, the object marker
appears as a prefix within the verb form, typically affixing before the verb stem
and after the tense morpheme. (1b) below illustrates object marking in Ikalanga, a
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Bantu language spoken in Botswana and Zimbabwe: the object marker -í- affixes
to the verb and replaces the noun búka ‘book’.1

(1) Ikalanga (Botswana)
a. Joni

1.John
w-áká-bál-á
1sm-pst-read-fv

búka.
9.book

‘John read the book.’
b. Joni

1.John
w-áká- í- bál-a.
1sm-pst-9om-read-fv

‘John read it.’

There is a broad range of previous work on object marking (OMing) in Bantu
languages (Bresnan & Mchombo 1987, Riedel 2009, Zeller 2012, 2015, van der
Wal 2015, 2020, 2022, Sikuku & Diercks 2021a). A central area of investigation
is whether the object marker may co-occur with the in situ lexical object that it
refers to, a mechanism generally referred to as OM-doubling. The acceptability
of OM-doubling in Bantu languages is heavily dependent on discourse contexts.
Recent work on Lubukusu (Sikuku et al. 2018, Sikuku&Diercks 2021a), Tiriki (Liu
2022), Wanga (Kuzmik 2022), and Cinyungwe (Langa da Câmara et al. 2023, Lip-
pard et al. forthcoming) has investigated this interface of syntax and pragmatics,
delving into the precise discourse conditions that license doubling. In this paper,
we expand on earlier work on Ikalanga object marking (Letsholo 2013) to further
describe a subset of the interpretive effects of Ikalanga object marking.

Specifically, we investigate how Ikalanga co-occurrence of OMs and their as-
sociated objects interacts with focus, and what emphatic interpretations arise
from an OM-Obj co-occurrence (OOC) sentence. We summarize basic Ikalanga
morphology and parameters of object marking in §2, and key generalizations of
Ikalanga OM-Obj co-occurrence in §3 as background. §4 discusses object mark-
ing in verum contexts, and §5 explores the interaction between object marking
and focus within vP. In §6 we show that the co-occurrence of OMs and their as-
sociated objects is also associated with a mirative reading. §7 outlines areas for
future research, and §8 concludes.

We find that Ikalanga shares a number of properties that have been recently
documented for related Bantu languages like Lubukusu, Cinyungwe, and Zulu.
Notably, it shares properties with all of them, but in a different configuration

1All uncited data points are provided by the first author. We annotate surface tone, though
more research is necessary to understand the tonology of Ikalanga more generally and of these
constructions specifically.
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than has been previously documented. As in Zulu, object marking in Ikalanga
is correlated with right-dislocation of objects (which is unlike Cinyungwe and
Lubukusu). But Ikalanga is similar to Cinyungwe and Lubukusu in that the co-
occurrence of OMs and overt objects is necessarily linkedwith emphatic readings
of the clause (which is unlike Zulu). The result leaves a lot of unsettled questions
for Ikalanga, but continues to contribute to understanding the conditions on OM-
ing in Bantu languages, and the typological patterns that recur across Bantu lan-
guages.

2 OMing basics in Ikalanga

2.1 Morphology of OMs

Like most Bantu languages, Ikalanga has a rich noun class system. Nouns are
organized into one of 17 classes, each distinguished by its own prefix. Ikalanga’s
noun class system also dictates the morphological forms of object markers: each
OM agrees in noun class with its co-referent. Table 1 below shows the prefixes
for each noun class and pronominal, as well as the corresponding object marker
in Ikalanga.

2.2 Basic parameters of Ikalanga OMs

Typological descriptions of Bantu OMs have often been categorized along the
following parameters (as delineated in van der Wal 2020):2

(2) Properties of Bantu object markers (van der Wal 2020):
• Position of object markers – Is it a pre-stem affix or an enclitic?
• Types of objects marked – Does animacy, definiteness, or other

factors influence whether an object can be OMed?
• Number of object markers – How many OMs can a verb stem take?
• Behavior in ditransitives – Can either object in a ditranstive be

OMed?
• Nature of object markers – Are they a form of agreement

morphology (and thus allow doubling), or are they pronominal
enclitics (and thus cannot double)?

Regarding the first two parameters, Ikalanga OMs are pre-stem affixes, and to
our knowledge animacy does not affect object marking (in any obvious/direct

2Also see Marten & Kula (2012), Marlo (2014, 2015), and Riedel (2009) for relevant overviews.
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manner). Letsholo (2013) does report that co-occurence of object markers and
overt objects yields a definite reading of the object noun phrase in question.
Ikalanga generally allows just one object marker on a verbal stem. Attempts to
add two OMs on either a lexical ditransitive or benefactive applicative verb both
result in ungrammaticality:

(3) *Nchídzí
1.Nchidzi

w-áká- bá- i- pa.
1sm-pst-2om-9om-give

Intd. ‘Nchidzi gave it (the toy) to them (the children).’

(4) *Ludó
1.Ludo

w-áká- zwí- m- bík-il-a.
1sm-pst-8om-1om-cook-appl-fv

Intd. ‘Ludo cooked it (food) for him.’

Causatives seem to be a possible exception to this generalization.

(5) Nchídzi
1.Nchidzi

w-áka- bá- dzi- séng-és-a.
1sm-pst-2om-10om-carry-caus-fv

‘Nchidzi made them (the children) carry it (the firewood).’

Not all instances of causative constructions, however, naturally take multiple
OMs; further research is needed to establish when this is possible.

Regarding the fourth parameter, in double object constructions, either object
can be object marked in Ikalanga – that is, it displays object marking symmetry.3

(6) a. Ludó
1.Ludo

w-áká- m- bík-íl-á
1sm-pst-1om-cook-appl-fv

nyama.
9.meat

‘Ludo cooked meat for him.’
b. Ludó

1.Ludo
w-áká- í- bík-íl-a
1sm-pst-9om-cook-appl-fv

Nchídzi.
1.Nchidzi

‘Ludo cooked it for Nchidzi.’

The final typological parameter seeks to classify the OM as either agreement
morphology or a pronominal enclitic. One key diagnostic for this classification
is whether the OM is allowed to co-occur with its associated lexical object DP
when that object is in situ inside the verb phrase.

Letsholo (2013) argues for a pronominal incorporation analysis of Ikalanga
OMs. Namely, while an OM can co-occur with a lexical object, the object cannot

3For background on the properties of (a)symmetrical object properties in Bantu languages, see
Bresnan & Moshi (1990), Jerro (2015), Riedel (2009), and Zeller (2015), among others.
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remain within the verb phrase. In (7) below, the OMed object is obligatorily offset
by a prosodic break, suggesting it has been dislocated to a different syntactic
position. (§3.2will discuss inmore detail the evidence for dislocation of theOMed
object.)

(7) Nchídzí
1.Nchidzi

w-á- gu- ngw-á
1sm-pst-14om-drink-fv

*(,) búsúkwa .
14.beer

‘Nchidzi DID drink the beer.’

(7) also provides evidence against an analysis of the OM as agreement mor-
phology, per Letsholo (2013); agreement morphemes are generally assumed to
be grammatically obligatory and should not alter the sentence’s meaning in any
way. As the translation in (7) suggests, OOC in this sentence creates an emphatic
reading.4 Removing the OM is not only grammatical, but also removes this em-
phatic effect:

(8) Nchídzí
1.Nchidzi

w-á-ngw-á
1sm-pst-drink-fv

búsúkwa.
14.beer

‘Nchidzi drank the beer.’

Letsholo (2013) thus argues that because Ikalanga OMing results in dislocation
of the associated object, does not require the overt object, and introduces an
emphatic reading, Ikalanga OMs are best analyzed as pronominal clitics rather
than agreement morphemes. This paper doesn’t specifically comment on this
analysis, though these new observations add complexity that any analysis of
OMing will need to account for.

3 Basics of OM-Obj co-occurrence in Ikalanga

This section presents two core generalizations about the co-occurrence of ob-
ject markers and lexical DP objects in Ikalanga: OOC is unnatural in discourse-
neutral contexts, and OOC and object dislocation are obligatorily linked. The
co-occurrence of OMs and objects has generally been discussed under the term
OM-doubling (based on the familiar term clitic-doubling): this is generally used
to refer to the co-occurrence of a clitic or object marker with an in situ lexical
object. As we will show, languages that unambiguously display OM-doubling
(e.g. Lubukusu and Cinyungwe) share a broad range of patterns with Ikalanga.
Nonetheless, Ikalanga behaves relatively Zulu-like in that it appears that an OM

4The specific emphatic interpretation generated here will be further discussed in §4.
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on the verb is incompatible with an in situ lexical object. As such, we avoid
the term doubling for the most part, using the pre-analytic term OM-Object co-
occurrence instead.

3.1 OOC is unnatural in all-new contexts

In all-new contexts, such as out-of-the-blue situations where no prior knowledge
is assumed between interlocutors, OOC is infelicitous:

(9) Out of the blue:
#Nchídzí
1.Nchidzi

w-á- gu- ngw-á
1sm-pst-14om-drink-fv

, búsúkwa .
14.beer

Intd. ‘Nchidzi DID drink the beer.’

As noted in the translation, OOC in (9) creates an emphatic, insistent read-
ing that we identify as verum (see §4). In an out-of-the-blue context, however,
there is no one doubting the speaker; the emphatic reading introduced by OOC
therefore sounds unnatural. Similar verum readings have been identified in OM-
doubling in Lubukusu (Sikuku et al. 2018, Sikuku & Diercks 2021a), Tiriki (Liu
2022), Wanga (Kuzmik 2022), Cinyungwe (Langa da Câmara et al. 2023, Lippard
et al. forthcoming), and Rukiga (Allen Asiimwe, pc).

3.2 OM-Obj co-occurrence requires dislocation

3.2.1 Relevant case study: Zulu OM-Obj co-occurrence

Zeller (2015) shows that in the Southern Bantu language Zulu, OMs and object
dislocation are obligatorily linked. (10) below shows the canonical word order,
with the manner adverb right-adjoined to vP and thus following the object. (This
is consistent with the generalization across languages that ‘low’ adverbs mark
the edge of vP).

(10) Zulu
Si-bon-a
1pl-see-fv

i-n-kosi
aug-9-chief

kahle.
well

‘We are seeing the chief well.’ (Zeller 2015: 20)

When an object co-occurs with its OM, it obligatorily moves to the right, past
the adverb and outside of vP (11a). Leaving the object in situ as in (11b) is ungram-
matical, as is moving the object without an OM appearing on the verb (11c).
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(11) Zulu
a. Si- yi- bon-a

1pl-9om-see-fv
kahle
well

i-n-kosi .
aug-9-chief

‘We are seeing him well, the chief.’
b. *Si- yi- bon-a

1pl-9om-see-fv
i-n-kosi
aug-9-chief

kahle.
well

Intd. ‘We are seeing him well, the chief.’
c. *Si-bon-a

1pl-see-fv
kahle
well

i-n-kosi.
aug-9-chief

Intd. ‘We are seeing the chief well.’
(Zeller 2015: 20)

In OOC double object constructions in Zulu where the verb is in its conjoint
form (signaling that the vP is non-empty), the OM-doubled benefactive object is
obligatorily dislocated to the right of the theme object, as we might expect (12b).
Leaving the object in its canonical position is ungrammatical (12c).

(12) Zulu OMing: conjoint verb forms
a. Ngi-theng-el-a

1sm-buy-appl-fv
u-Sipho
aug-1a.Sipho

u-bisi.
aug-11.milk

‘I’m buying milk for Sipho.’
b. Ngi- m- theng-el-a

1sm-1om-buy-appl-fv
u-bisi
aug-11.milk

u-Sipho .
aug-1a.Sipho

‘I’m buying him milk, Sipho.’
c. *?Ngi- m- theng-el-a

1sm-1om-buy-appl-fv
u-Sipho
aug-1a.Sipho

u-bisi.
aug-11.milk

Intd. ‘I’m buying him milk, Sipho.’
(Zeller 2015: 21)

The word order rigidity of objects disappears, however, when the verb takes
on its disjoint form, indicated by the -ile affix below. That is, while the two objects
were restricted in their order in (12), using the verb’s disjoint form allows the two
objects to occur in either order:

(13) Zulu OMing: disjoint verb forms
a. U-John

aug-1a.John
u- ba- nik-ile
1sm-2om-give-pst.dj

a-ba-ntwana
aug-2-child

i-mali.
aug-9.money

‘John did give the children the money.’
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b. U-John
aug-1a.John

u- ba- nik-ile
1sm-2om-give-pst.dj

i-mali
aug-9.money

a-ba-ntwana .
aug-2-child

‘John did give the children the money.’
(Zeller 2015: 23)

Zeller (2015) analyzes these Zulu constructions where both objects can follow
the disjoint verb form in either order as double right dislocation constructions –
that is, both object DPs are dislocated out of the vP. Per Zeller, the two dislocated
objects become right-adjoined to a higher maximal projection as adjuncts, and it
is this adjunct classification that accounts for the flexible word order.

Zulu OMing patterns are characterized by an obligatory association between
OMs and dislocation, and by double right dislocation constructions: while word
order of objects is asymmetrical when the verb is in its conjoint form, a verb in
its disjoint form requires both objects to be right-dislocated as adjuncts, allowing
for word order flexibility between the objects.

3.2.2 Ikalanga: Similarities to Zulu

Just as in Zulu, Ikalanga requires that objects co-occurring with OMs be dislo-
cated outside of vP, and disallows OOC and dislocation to occur independently
from each other. (14) below establishes a context that facilitates OOC (corrective
focus on an adverb, discussed in §5.1), and offers four attempted responses:5

(14) a. W-áká-bón-a
1sm-pst-see-fv

baná
2.child

íbábájé
2.dem

bé
assoc

ikwélé
7.school

tshípí
week

yáká
last

píndá?

‘Did you see those students last week?’
b. Á,

No
nd-aká-bon-a
1sg.sm-pst-see-fv

baná
2.child

íbábájé
2.dem

mádékwe.
yesterday

‘No, I saw those children yesterday.’
c. *Á,

No
nd-aká-bon-a
1sg.sm-pst-see-fv

madékwé
yesterday

, baná
2.child

íbábáje.
2.dem

Intd. ‘No, I saw those children yesterday.’
d. *Á,

No
nd-aká- bá- bón-á
1sg.sm-pst-2om-see-fv

báná íbábájé
2.child 2.dem

mádékwe.
yesterday

Intd. ‘No, I saw those children yesterday.’

5Note that the two words yáká píndá in (14a) together mean ‘last’.
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e. Á,
No

nd-aká- bá- bón-á
1sg.sm-pst-2om-see-fv

mádékwe
yesterday

, baná íbábáje .
2.child 2.dem

‘No, I saw those children yesterday.’

(14b) shows the canonical word order in a monotransitive sentence, with the
object to the left of the temporal adverb. Dislocating the object outside of vP
– indicated by the prosodic break preceding the object, and its position to the
right of the adverb – is ungrammatical without OOC (14c), as is OOC without
dislocation (14d). (14e), which has bothOOC and dislocation, is a grammatical and
natural response.6 We see then that, similar to the Zulu patterns, Ikalanga OM-
Obj co-occurrence requires object dislocation, and object dislocation requires an
OM on the verb.

We see further similarities to Zulu in Ikalanga’s flexible word order when both
the adverb and object are dislocated. Above, when just the object DP was dislo-
cated, the word order was obligatorily Adv OMed-Obj (14e). However, just as
dislocating both objects in Zulu allows for word order symmetry, dislocating
both the adverb and OMed object in Ikalanga allows for the otherwise unaccept-
able order of OMed-Obj Adv. In (15), both the adverb madekwe ‘yesterday’ and
OMed object DP bana ibabaje ‘those children’ are offset by a prosodic break (in-
dicated by a comma), suggesting both elements have been dislocated outside of
vP. In this case of double dislocation with an OM on the verb, the word order can
either be OMed-Obj Adv or Adv OMed-Obj.

(15) a. Did you really see those children yesterday?7

b. Nd-aká- bá- bón-á
1sm.sg-pst-2om-see-fv

, báná íbábáje
2.child 2.dem

mádékwe!
yesterday

‘I did see those children yesterday!’8

c. Nd-aká- bá- bón-á
1sm.sg-pst-2om-see-fv

, madékwé
yesterday

baná íbábájé !
2.child 2.dem

‘I did see those children yesterday!’

This pattern of flexibility (when both elements are dislocated) is consistent
with the Zulu patterns of double right dislocation constructions; it is also consis-
tent with Letsholo’s (2013) analysis of objects co-occurring with OMs as adjuncts

6Though both (14b) and (14e) are acceptable responses to (14a), there is a slight interpretive
difference between the two, with the OOC in (14e) implying there is something noteworthy
and important about the statement. §6 will discuss this interpretation further.

7The context provided here that facilitates OOC in the response will be explored in detail in
§5.1.

8Though this is still an acceptable response to the given question, it is slightly less natural
compared to (15c).
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outside of vP: if the dislocated object is assumed to be an adjunct along with the
temporal adverb, it follows logically that the two adjuncts would have flexible
word order relative to each other.

With these two key generalizations about OOC – its unacceptability in dis-
course-neutral contexts, and its obligatory association with object dislocation –
we are now equipped to delve into the particular pragmatic contexts that allow
for OOC.

4 Verum facilitates OOC

As noted above, Letsholo (2013) first observed that OOC has an emphatic bearing
on a sentence. Here, we expand on her observation, identifying this emphatic ef-
fect as a verum reading. Verum readings are licit when the proposition at hand
is being doubted, and the speaker is attempting to assert their confidence and
settle the issue, similar to the use of English emphatic do (Gutzmann & Castro-
viejoMiró 2011, Gutzmann et al. 2020, Güldemann 2003, 2016, Kerr & van derWal
2023). Natural contexts for verum interpretations include addressing listener de-
nial or doubt, affirmation of a preceding assertion, and opposite polarity contexts.
As noted above, verum readings are becoming a well-documented property of ob-
ject marking constructions across Bantu languages.

Another key property of verum constructions that we can apply to Ikalanga
is their non-deniability; that is, the speaker-certainty portion of the meaning
ought to be considered non-propositional. Gutzmann & Castroviejo Miró (2011)
analyze verum as a multidimensional conversational operator, whose proposi-
tional content is separable from its verum dimension. Building on a diagnostic
from Gutzmann & Castroviejo Miró (2011), we see that this is true for the verum
interpretation created by OOC in Ikalanga: denying the propositional content of
an utterance does not simultaneously deny the speaker’s certainty.

(16) A: Nchídzí
1.Nchidzi

w-á- gu- ngw-á
1sm-pst-14om-drink-fv

, busukwá .
14.beer

‘Nchidzi DID drink the beer.’ (in an appropriate context)
B: Até

neg
málébeswa!
truth

‘That’s not true!’
• OK: It’s not true that Nchidzi drank the beer.
• #It’s not true that you are certain of that.
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We see, then, that Ikalanga OOC displays patterns that are hallmarks of verum
interpretations: namely, OOC introduces a sense of speaker confidence that is
separable from the sentence’s propositional content, and is thus appropriate in
classic verum contexts such as addressing listener doubt and denial. As far as we
know, non-OOC sentences are acceptable in verum contexts (as in the other con-
texts noted below) but do not carry the emphatic import of the OOC sentences.

5 Focus on vP-internal constituents facilitates OOC

Apart from verum contexts, OOC in Ikalanga can also be facilitated by certain
types of focus: specifically, OOC is natural when corrective or exhaustive focus
falls on a structurally low adverb or on a distinct object. New information focus,
however, has no such effect.9 Focus on a vP-external constituent also fails to
facilitate OOC. Sikuku & Diercks (2021a) present robust evidence for the effect
that focus on vP-internal elements has on OM-doubling – they show that new
information focus, ‘only’ (exhaustive) focus, and contrastive focus on a distinct
vP-internal constituent facilitate doubling, a pattern that persists across mono-
transitives and ditransitives alike. In all instances, though, doubling construc-
tions have a strong emphatic sense (e.g. a mirative reading, or other intensity-
type readings). (17) illustrates a Lubukusu example where OM-doubling creates
an emphatic interpretation on a low temporal adverbial.

(17) Lubukusu (Sikuku & Diercks 2021a)
Q: Ba-ba-ana

2-2-children
ba-a-kes-a
2sm-pst-harvest-fv

ka-ma-indi
6-6-maize

liina?
when

‘When did the children harvest the maize?’
A: Ba-ba-ana

2-2-children
ba- (ka)- kes-ile
2sm-6om-harvest-pfv

ka-ma-indi
6-6-maize

likolooba.
yesterday

‘The children harvested the maize yesterday.’
(It is particularly notable, for some reason, that it was yesterday that
this happened.)

5.1 Corrective focus facilitates OOC

A number of the patterns seen in Lubukusu are similar to those in Ikalanga – for
one, we see that corrective focus10 on a vP-internal element facilitates OOC in

9These patterns align with the hierarchy of degrees of contrast proposed by Cruschina (2021).
10For the purposes of this paper, we assume corrective and contrastive focus to be equivalent.
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Ikalanga. (18) establishes a context where corrective focus falls on the temporal
adverbmádékwe ‘yesterday’; in turn, the object baná íbábáje ‘those children’ nat-
urally co-occurs with an OM. Notably, a verum reading is not necessary here.11

(18) Q: W-aká-bón-á
1sm-pst-see-fv

baná
2.child

íbábájé
2.dem

bé
assoc

ikwélé
7.school

tshípí
week

yáká
last

píndá?

‘Did you see those students last week?’
A: Á,

No
nd-aká- bá- bón-á
1sg.sm-pst-2om-see-fv

mádékwe
yesterday

, baná íbábáje .
2.child 2.dem

‘No, I saw those children yesterday.’

Ditransitive constructions follow a similar pattern: in a lexical ditransitive, cor-
rective focus on the recipient object facilitates OOC for the theme object, as in
(19)A1. Consistent with our previous observations of OOC and dislocation, we
see the OMed object shangu ‘shoes’ right-dislocated outside of the verb phrase.
The focused recipient object Lúdo remains within vP. Notably, (19)A2 shows that
the object cannot co-occur with an OM and be correctively focused; that is, cor-
rective focus and OOC must be done on different objects, and dislocating the
focused object is infelicitous.

(19) Q: A
q

Nkádzí
1.Nkadzi

w-áka-p-á
1sm-pst-give-fv

Shátho
1.Shatho

shangú?
10.shoes

‘Did Nkadzi give Shatho shoes?’
A1: Á,

No
Nkádzí
1.Nkadzi

w-áka- dzí- p-á
1sm-pst-10om-give-fv

Lúdo
1.Ludo

, shangu .
10.shoes

‘No, Nkadzi gave Ludo shoes.’12

A2: #Á,
No

Nkádzí
1.Nkadzi

w-áka- m- p-á
1sm-pst-1om-give-fv

shángú
10.shoes

, Lúdo .
1.Ludo

Intd. ‘No, Nkadzi gave Ludo shoes.’

These facts are strongly reminiscent of Zulu, where it has been analyzed that
vP is a focal domain (Cheng & Downing 2012 and Zeller 2015, among others);

11Here we adopt the common assumption that temporal adverbs like mádékwe ‘yesterday’ are
low adverbs, adjoined to vP (see Henderson 2006, Sikuku & Diercks 2021a for similar assump-
tions and similar behaviors of low temporal adverbials).

12There seem to be multiple interpretive layers to this sentence beyond the corrective focus
aspect. This sentence is emphasizing the fact that without a doubt, Nkadzi gave the shoes, and
not anything else, to Ludo. It seems that the OMed object shangu ‘shoes’ is perhaps receiving
some exhaustive emphasis, but a verum reading of certainty is also seemingly intertwined
here.

379



Rose Letsholo, Madelyn Colantes & Michael Diercks

focused material remains within vP, while non-focused material moves outside
of vP (Buell 2006).

Corrective focus can also fall on the theme object, in which case it facilitates
OOC for the recipient object:

(20) Q: A
q

Nchídzí
1.Nchidzi

w-áka-p-á
1sm-pst-give-fv

Lúdó
1.Ludo

búrúkhwí?
trousers

‘Did Nchidzi give Ludo trousers?’
A: Á,

No
Nchídzí
1.Nchidzi

w-áka- m- p-á
1sm-pst-1om-give-fv

shángú
10.shoes

, Lúdo .
1.Ludo

‘No, Nchidzi gave Ludo shoes.’

Benefactive applicatives follow the same pattern: in (21), corrective focus on
the benefactive object facilitates OOC for the theme object. And again, we see
that OOC for the same object that is correctively focused is unnatural.

(21) Q: A
q

Ludó
1.Ludo

w-áka-bík-íl-á
1sm-pst-cook-appl-fv

Mpaphi
1.Mpaphi

nyama?
9.meat

‘Did Ludo cook meat for Mpaphi?’
A1: Á,

No
Ludó
1.Ludo

w-áka- i- bík-íl-á
1sm-pst-9om-cook-appl-fv

Nchídzi
1.Nchidzi

, nyáma .
9.meat

‘No, Ludo cooked meat for Nchidzi.’13

A2: #Á,
No

Ludó
1.Ludo

w-áka- m- bík-íl-á
1sm-pst-1om-cook-appl-fv

nyáma
9.meat

, Nchídzi .
1.Nchidzi

Intd. ‘No, Ludo cooked meat for Nchidzi.’

5.2 Exhaustive focus facilitates OOC

Exhaustive focus shows the same general effect as the patterns outlined above:
when a vP-internal constituent is exhaustively focused with a focus particle,
OOC is natural. (22) demonstrates this with a temporal adverb:

(22) Nd-aká- bá- bón-á
1sm.sg-pst-2om-see-fv

mádékwé
yesterday

kóga
only

, baná íbábáje .
2.child 2.dem

‘I saw those children only yesterday.’ (i.e. not any other day)

13Again, here we get an interesting multi-layered interpretation: per the first author, this sen-
tence is emphasizing the fact that without a doubt, Ludo cooked the meat, and not anything
else, for Nchidzi.
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Additionally, in ditransitive constructions, exhaustively focusing one object
facilitates OOC for the other:

(23) a. Nchídzí
1.Nchidzi

w-áka- m- p-á
1sm-pst-1om-give-fv

shángú
10.shoes

kóga
only

, Ludó .
1.Ludo

‘Nchidzi gave only shoes to Ludo.’
b. Nchídzí

1.Nchidzi
w-áka- dzí- p-á
1sm-pst-10om-give-fv

Lúdó
1.Ludo

kóga
only

, shángu .
10.shoes

‘Nchidzi gave only Ludo shoes.’14

Unlike the patterns shown for contrastive focus, however, an exhaustively fo-
cused object can also be associated with a co-occurring OM, but only when both
the adverb and object have been dislocated. Further research is needed to discern
the reason for this difference.

(24) a. Nd-áka- bá- bón-á
1sm.sg-pst-2om-see-fv

, báná íbábájé kóga
2.child 2.dem only

madekwé.
yesterday

‘I saw only those children yesterday.’ (i.e. not any other children)
b. #Nd-áka- bá- bón-á

1sm.sg-pst-2om-see-fv
madekwe
yesterday

, baná íbábájé kóga .
2.child 2.dem only

Intd. ‘I saw only those children yesterday.’ (i.e. not any other
children)

5.3 New information focus does not facilitate OOC

While corrective and exhaustive focus on a vP-internal constituent allow for
OOC, new information focus fails to do so on its own, regardless of whether
it falls on an adverb (25), direct object (26), or indirect object (27):15

(25) Q: How did the children eat the okra?
A: #Baná

2.child
b-áka- lí- j-á
2sm-pst-5om-eat-fv

ngébúnya
slowly

, delele .
5.okra

Intd. ‘The children ate the okra slowly.’

14For both these examples, they seem to require a context of doubt about what was given to be
entirely natural, though further investigation into this is required.

15(26) and (27) are unnatural responses to the question because they seem to overemphasize
the object associated with the OM. For example, (26) sounds unnatural because though the
question seeks emphasis on shángú ‘shoes’, OOC for Lúdo has the effect of overemphasizing
it over shángú.
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(26) Q: What did Nchidzi give Ludo?
A: #Nchídzí

1.Nchidzi
w-áka- m- p-á
1sm-pst-1om-give-fv

shángú
10.shoes

, Lúdo .
1.Ludo

Intd. ‘Nchidzi gave Ludo shoes.’

(27) Q: Who did Nchidzi give shoes to?
A: #Nchídzí

1.Nchidzi
w-áka- dzí- p-á
1sm-pst-1om-give-fv

Lúdo
1.Ludo

, shangú .
10.shoes

Intd. ‘Nchidzi gave Ludo shoes.’

The answers in examples (25)–(27) are all grammatical sentences, but new in-
formation focus on its own is insufficient to license OOC; all of these examples
would require additional emphatic readings (with appropriate licensing context)
in order to be acceptable. In this way Ikalanga is similar to Lubukusu (which
similarly requires emphasis in this way) and unlike Zulu, which appears to lack
these emphatic readings with OMing constructions.

5.4 vP-external focus does not facilitate OOC

We have been careful to note thus far that the focus types discussed facilitate
OOC when applied to an element within the verb phrase (namely, low adverbs
and objects). This is an important specification to make, as focus on a vP-external
constituent generally fails to facilitate OOC. For example, (28) below shows that
corrective focus on a preverbal subject does not allow OOC.

(28) Q: Á
q

Ludó
1.Ludo

w-áka-bón-a
1sm-pst-see-fv

báná
2.child

íbábájé
2.dem

bé
assoc

íkwélé
7.school

madékwé?
yesterday

‘Did Ludo see those children yesterday?’
A: #Á,

No
Nchidzí
1.Nchidzi

w-áka- bá- bón-á
1sm-pst-2om-see-fv

mádekwe
yesterday

, baná íbabájé .
2.child 2.dem

Intd. ‘No, Nchidzi saw those children yesterday.’

The overall generalization from this section remains clear: focus on vP-inter-
nal constituents serves as another licensing condition for OOC. Specifically, we
have seen that corrective and exhaustive focus on low adverbs and distinct ob-
jects facilitate OOC, while new information focus on the same elements does not,
nor does focus on a vP-external subject. This connection to vP-internal focus en-
abling OMing is familiar from Lubukusu (Sikuku & Diercks 2021b,a), Tiriki (Liu
2022), Wanga (Kuzmik 2022), Cinyungwe (Langa da Câmara et al. 2023), Zulu
(Zeller 2015), and others.
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6 Mirative focus facilitates OOC

The previous section explored how focus on a particular constituent can facilitate
OOC; however, it is also possible for an emphatic interpretation to arise on the
entire sentence as a whole, generating an expressive reading. Specifically, OOC
in Ikalanga is licit if there is something unexpected and/or surprising within the
construction, an interpretation that we analyze as mirative focus constructions
(following Sikuku & Diercks 2021a and Lippard et al. forthcoming).

Recent research by Sikuku & Diercks (2021a), Langa da Câmara et al. (2023),
and Lippard et al. (forthcoming) has analyzed mirativity as one of the emphatic
interpretations generated by OOC across various Bantu languages. Similarly,
past research has identified mirativity as one of a similar range of interpreta-
tions for predicate clefting (Lusekelo et al. 2023, Jerro & van der Wal 2022) and
for a nominal-modifying particle (Asiimwe & van der Wal 2021). The most rec-
ognizable mirative context, perhaps, is one that makes all or part of a sentence
surprising, unexpected, or shocking. Consequently, mirative interpretations are
highly context-dependent. Mirative contexts are one of multiple kinds of em-
phatic contexts that naturally license OM-doubling in Lubukusu and Cinyungwe.
Also noted by Sikuku & Diercks (2021a) regarding OM-doubling and mirativity
is that – just as discourse context can create the licensing conditions for OM-
doubling – context can just as well ‘undo’ them. That is, if an utterance that was
once surprising and thus naturally OM-doubled becomes expected and unsur-
prising in a different context, OM-doubling is no longer natural (Lippard et al.
forthcoming note the same for Cinyungwe).

In Ikalanga – just as in Lubukusu and Cinyungwe – OOC is readily associated
with a mirative interpretation, and is facilitated by mirative contexts. OOC is licit
when an utterance is especially surprising or unexpected, as in (29a):

(29) Context: The children love beans, and every time they are served beans, they
eat them incredibly quickly because they like them so much. This time,
however, when they sit down to eat, they eat the beans very slowly, which is
quite unusual for them. In response, someone could say:
a. Baná

2.child
b-áka- dzí- j-á
2sm-pst-10om-eat-fv

ngébúnya
slowly

, nyemba .
10.beans

‘The children ate the beans slowly!’16

16A double-dislocation construction is also possible here (notably, with two prosodic breaks):
Baná b-áka-dzí-j-a, nyémba, ngebúnya.
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b. #Baná
2.child

b-áka-j-á
2sm-pst-eat-fv

nyémbá
10.beans

ngebúnya.
slowly

Intd. ‘The children ate the beans slowly.’

Notably, the canonical non-OMed sentence in (29b) is unnatural in the given
context: the context makes the utterance unexpected, and without OOC, there is
no surprise conveyed – a non-OMed sentence is thus less natural.17

The mirative emphasis can also fall on the entire sentence, indicating the
whole event is shocking:

(30) Context: Nchidzi is known to not get along with Ludo; he is always very rude
to her. But one day, he presents Ludo with a gift, and everyone is shocked.
Nchídzí
1.Nchidzi

w-áka- m- p-á
1sm-pst-1om-give-fv

shángú
10.shoes

, Lúdo .
1.Ludo

‘Nchidzi gave Ludo shoes.’

In addition to being licit in mirative contexts where a sentence is surprising
and unexpected, OOC in Ikalanga is also licit when an utterance is highly infor-
mative (similar to Lubukusu; Sikuku & Diercks 2021a):

(31) Context: You arrive home to find that Nchidzi is acting very strangely and
stumbling around. You ask someone what has happened to him. They
respond:
Nchídzí
1.Nchidzi

w-á- gu- ngw-á
1sm-pst-14om-drink-fv

, busukwá .
14.beer

‘Nchidzi drank beer.’

Here, the statement is particularly informative in that it offers an explanation
to Nchidzi’s bizarre behavior; OOC is thus acceptable.

17An anonymous reviewer points out that contexts like these suggest that there is focus on the
adverb. “If Ikalanga, like many other Bantu languages, has the vP as a focus domain, or even
has an immediate after verb (IAV) focus position, then what happens here is the non-focal
object evacuating the focus domain (see Buell 2006).” The reviewer suggests that OOC here
is not related to a mirative effect. If the analysis set forward by Sikuku & Diercks (2021a) and
Lippard et al. (forthcoming) is on the right track for a variety of other Bantu languages, there is
in fact a direct correlation between the emphatic reading and the focus semantics. Specifically,
Sikuku & Diercks (2021a) argue that there is both a focal effect and an additional emphatic
interpretation in Lubukusu OM-doubling, following the analysis of emphatic focus fronting
by Bianchi et al. (2015) and Cruschina (2021). That is to say, the presence of a focal effect does
not rule out the relevance of the emphatic readings, but rather the emphatic effects appear to
themselves be focus-associated, requiring focus but adding a layer of interpretation in addition
to focus.
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Sentences can also be informative because of the sense of importance or grav-
ity that they carry. In the example below, the speaker’s use of OOC conveys
the seriousness and newsworthiness of the situation; that is, it indicates there is
something notable and important about having seen the children:18

(32) Context: Last week, a group of children were being naughty, playing with a
water tap and wasting water, which is a rare commodity in their town.
W-aká- ba- bón-á
1sm-pst-2om-see-fv

baná íbábájé bé ikwélé
2.child 2.dem assoc 7.school

tshípí
week

yáká
last

píndá?

‘Did you see those students last week?’

Again consistent with Lubukusu (Sikuku & Diercks 2021a), we can see that if a
mirative interpretation is ‘undone,’ OOC is no longer licit. The sentence in (33a)
is surprising in the given context, and OOC is therefore natural (and preferred
to a non-OMed sentence). When the same utterance becomes expected and no
longer surprising in (34), however, OOC ceases to be acceptable, and the most
appropriate response is a non-OMed sentence.

(33) Context: The children hate eating beans, and never want to eat them. But
one day, they do eat the beans. Someone says, very surprised:
a. Baná

2.child
b-áka- dzí- j-a
2sm-pst-10om-eat-fv

, nyémba !
10.beans

‘The children ate the beans!’
b. Baná

2.child
b-áka-j-á
2sm-pst-eat-fv

nyémba!
10.beans

‘The children ate the beans!’ (Less felicitous than (33a))

(34) Context: After that one miraculous day, the children realize that they
actually do like beans, and so now they eat them every day. One evening,
someone asks what happened at dinnertime. You say:
a. #Baná

2.child
b-áka- dzí- j-a
2sm-pst-10om-eat-fv

, nyemba .
10.beans

Intd. ‘The children ate the beans.’

18Example (32) is an apparent exception to the requirement that objects co-occurring with OMs
require dislocation of the object. Notably, this context (where a whole situation is surpris-
ing/upsetting) is precisely the same context that Sikuku & Diercks (2021a) identify as excep-
tional in Lubukusu as well (in that case, OM-doubling is exceptionally possible absent the
normal requirement of OM-doubled objects to be discourse-given).
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b. Baná
2.child

b-áka-j-á
2sm-pst-eat-fv

nyémba.
10.beans

‘The children ate the beans.’

Following analyses of Romance focus fronting constructions (Bianchi et al.
2016, Cruschina 2021, 2019), Sikuku & Diercks (2021a) and Lippard et al. (forth-
coming) analyze the emphatic readings in OM-doubling constructions as con-
ventional implicatures, situated in a distinct tier of meaning from at-issue truth-
conditional meaning.We can see that IkalangaOOC inmirative contexts displays
the expected characteristics of a conventional implicature. Specifically, the mira-
tive ‘surprise’ aspect of an utterance is separable from the propositional content:

(35) A: Baná
2.child

b-áka- dzí- j-á
2sm-pst-10om-eat-fv

ngébúnya
slowly

, nyemba !
10.beans

‘The children ate the beans slowly!’ (In an appropriate surprising
context)

B: A-kútó-chénámísa!
neg-prs-surprise
‘It’s not surprising!’

Here, Speaker B denies that the event is surprising, but does so without deny-
ing the fact that the children ate the beans slowly. It is therefore evident that
the not-at-issue (mirative) content and at-issue (propositional) content occupy
different dimensions and are independent from the other, as is typical of a con-
ventional implicature.

A second diagnostic for conventional implicatures, however, behaves unex-
pectedly in Ikalanga. Because conventional implicatures are non-cancellable, we
would expect that a speaker who says a sentence with mirative focus cannot then
deny that the sentence is surprising. That is, they must remain committed to the
implicature that the utterance is surprising. However, this does not seem to be
the case in Ikalanga; it seems to be possible for the speaker to deny their own sur-
prise. This may be related to the fact that OOC in Ikalanga can convey a variety
of interpretive effects beyond just mirativity (see Lippard et al. forthcoming).

(36) a. Baná
2.child

b-áka- dzí- j-á
2sm-pst-10om-eat-fv

ngébúnya
slowly

, nyemba
10.bean

...

‘The children ate the beans slowly!’ (In an appropriate surprising
context)
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b. ... Ngóno
but

akúna
neg

chinó
that

chénámísá
surprise

ípápo.
there

‘...but there is nothing surprising there.’

Further research is needed to clarify this data point.

7 Unsolved puzzles: Areas for future research

7.1 Focused objects with object markers

Themost notable area for future research – hinted at in footnotes throughout this
paper – is the pattern of OMed objects sometimes seemingly being focused, and
sometimes not. §5 presented numerous pieces of data that substantiated the gen-
eralization that OOC is possible if some other vP-internal constituentwas focused.
This observation is consistent with other Bantu languages as well (cf. Sikuku &
Diercks (2021a) for Lubukusu, Langa da Câmara et al. (2023) for Cinyungwe, and
Zeller (2015) for Zulu). Though there is robust evidence for this pattern, there
also remain a number of data points that complicate, if not contradict, it – that
is, at times, the object that co-occurs with an OM seems to be the element receiv-
ing emphasis or focus, rather than some distinct element remaining in vP. As an
initial foray into this puzzle, consider this example:

(37) Q: Baná
2.child

b-áka-j-á
2sm-pst-eat-fv

déléle
5.okra

chiní?
how

‘How did the children eat the okra?’
A: #Baná

2.child
b-áka- lí- j-á
2sm-pst-5om-eat-fv

ngébúnya
slowly

, déléle .
5.okra

Intd. ‘The children ate the okra slowly.’

Cruschina (2021) argues that different types of emphatic focus may be distin-
guished by the degrees of contrastive interpretation that they create. The low de-
gree of contrast that new information focus carries can potentially explain why
OOC is unacceptable in (37). However, there seem to be reasons beyond just this
– the response in (37) is infelicitous because though the question searches for
focus on the adverb ngébúnya ‘slowly’, the OMed object déléle ‘okra’ seems to
be unnecessarily prominent; the sentence is emphasizing that it is the déléle that
they ate, to the first author’s ear.

This appears to contradict the interpretation of the same sentence in a correc-
tive focal context:
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(38) Q: Did the children eat the okra quickly?
A: A,

No
baná
2.child

b-áka- lí- j-á
2sm-pst-5om-eat-fv

ngébúnya
slowly

, déléle .
5.okra

‘No, the children ate the okra slowly.’

In (38), the OMing sentence sounds natural in response to the given question,
and focus falls on the adverb as intended, rather than the doubled object. Yet the
unexpected emphasis on the OMed object appears in a different contrastive focus
context:

(39) Q: A
q

Nchídzi
1.Nchidzi

w-áka-p-á
1sm-pst-give-fv

Lúdó
1.Ludo

búrúkhwí?
trousers

‘Did Nchidzi give Ludo trousers?’
A: Á,

No
Nchídzi
1.Nchidzi

w-áka- m- p-á
1sm-pst-1om-give-fv

shángú
10.shoes

, Lúdo .
1.Ludo

‘No, Nchidzi gave Ludo shoes.’

The response in (39) is appropriate, and contrastive focus falls on shángú ‘shoes’
as expected, but theOMed object Lúdo does indeed feel emphasized here. Because
OOC is not obligatory (leaving Lúdo out of the response would be a felicitous an-
swer), it seems as if the speaker is including Lúdo for some significant reason.
In the intuitions of the first author, whatever co-occurs with an OM feels like
information that can be left out, and so by deliberately including the object, the
speaker is emphasizing Lúdo (though we have yet to clarify the nature of the
emphasis).

Exhaustive focus contexts also illustrate this puzzle – an object can co-occur
with an OM and be exhaustively focused, which diverges from the patterns seen
with corrective focus in (19) and (21) from §5.1:

(40) a. Nchídzi
1.Nchidzi

w-áka- m- p-á
1sm-pst-1om-give-fv

shángú
10.shoes

, Lúdó kóga .
1.Ludo only

‘Nchidzi gave only Ludo shoes (no one else).’
b. Nchídzi

1.Nchidzi
w-áka- dzí- p-á
1sm-pst-10om-give-fv

Lúdó
1.Ludo

, shángú kóga .
10.shoes only

‘Nchidzi gave Ludo only shoes (nothing else).’

Clearly, in both examples above, the object that co-occurs with an OM is also
focused – yet, if we are to assume again here that OMed objects are ‘extra’ infor-
mation that can optionally be left out, it is unclear how an OMed object could
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also be focused and carry key information. It is also unclear why the non-doubled
objects remaining in vP (above, shángú and Lúdó, respectively) do not appear to
be receiving any emphasis or focus. This is a clear divergence from the general-
ization that focusing one object facilitates OOC of the other.

Although exhaustive focus fell on the co-occuring objects above, it is still pos-
sible to focus and OM distinct objects. (41) below follows the expected pattern:

(41) Nchídzi
1.Nchidzi

w-áka- m- p-á
1sm-pst-1om-give-fv

shángú
10.shoes

kóga
only

, Ludó .
1.Ludo

‘Nchidzi gave Ludo only shoes (nothing else).’

We are thus presented with a puzzle in which an object co-occurring with an
OM is sometimes simultaneously focused, and sometimes not; still other times,
the OMed object seems to receive some type of emphasis by virtue of being in-
cluded in the utterance. Future research is needed to, first, more precisely de-
lineate the empirical facts of these patterns, and ultimately analyze it from a
theoretical standpoint.

7.2 Overlapping interpretive readings

Though in this paper we present verum, vP-internal focus, and mirative inter-
pretations as distinct phenomena, there are multiple instances in which various
readings seem to be intertwined. Lippard et al. (forthcoming) broach the idea that
various emphatic interpretations (such as mirativity, reprimand readings, verum,
and exhaustivity) may be related to others. Indeed, in Ikalanga, it is difficult at
times to disentangle different readings.

As an example of possibly overlapping interpretations, consider (42), repli-
cated from (21) in §5.1:

(42) Q: A
q

Ludó
1.Ludo

w-áka-bík-íl-á
1sm-pst-cook-appl-fv

Mpaphi
1.Mpaphi

nyamá?
9.meat

‘Did Ludo cook meat for Mpaphi?’
A: Á,

No
Ludó
1.Ludo

w-áka- í- bík-íl-á
1sm-pst-9om-cook-appl-fv

Nchídzi
1.Nchidzi

, nyáma .
9.meat

‘No, Ludo cooked meat for Nchidzi.’

The response in (42) is emphasizing the fact that, without a doubt, Ludo cooked
the meat and not anything else for Nchidzi. There are multiple layers to this com-
ment. First, because the response is licit in the established corrective focus con-
text, we know the recipient object Nchídzi is being correctively focused. Yet the
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meaning extends beyond this focus: there also seems to be a verum-like reading,
since the sentence is uttered “without a doubt”. Furthermore, the interpretation
that Ludo cooked meat “and not anything else” suggests an exhaustive reading
is also present. The question therefore arises of whether some of these various
readings are related, or if they are all indeed distinct phenomena. If the latter is
true, it must then also be determined in which situations they all arise.

8 Conclusions

From the empirical facts presented in this paper, it is abundantly clear that the
focal and emphatic effects that OOC has in Ikalanga are wide-ranging. Though
OOC is infelicitous in out-of-the-blue situations, specific pragmatic contexts can
make OOC entirely natural – specifically, OOC can create a verum reading, licit
in verum contexts where the speaker intends to assert their confidence and ad-
dress listener denial or doubt, similar to English emphatic do. OOC is also asso-
ciated with a mirative reading of surprise: when context makes all or part of an
utterance shocking, newsworthy, or highly informative, OOC is acceptable. We
have also seen that OOC is facilitated by certain focus environments. When a vP-
internal constituent is focused with corrective or exhaustive focus, OOC is licit;
new information focus on a vP-internal constituent or focus on a vP-external ele-
ment, however, are insufficient licensing conditions. In all cases of OOC, we saw
that the OMed object is obligatorily dislocated, and that OOC and dislocation
cannot occur independent of each other.

The Ikalanga facts here are significant in how they corroborate and overlap
with ongoing work in other related Bantu languages, yet also offer new and dis-
tinct patterns that further enrich the current research on Bantu OOC. There is
a lot of similarity between Lubukusu and Ikalanga in that there are clear em-
phatic interpretations associated with OMing constructions that appear to be
focus-related; that said, Lubukusu OM-doubling leaves all relevant objects and
emphasized elements inside the vP. Ikalanga is in this way more Zulu-like, with
necessary links between OMing and dislocation of the associated object. But
Zulu OMing appears to be strictly a backgrounding operation, whereas a broader
range of interpretive effects are associated with Ikalanga OMing. In this way,
Ikalanga appears to be adding a new constellation of facts regarding object mark-
ing, but more work is necessary to fully understand (and analyze) the relevant
constructions.
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