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Abstract

The paper addresses the task of systematizing linguistic notions and corresponding terminology: it
presents a rigorous definition of the notion of cleft construction. The study is carried out in the
theoretical framework of the Meaning-Text approach. The substantive and formal requirements on
a rigorous linguistic definition are formulated. The cleft construction in English is described as a
basis for the definition: the semantic [SemR], the deep-syntactic [DSyntR] and the surface-syntactic
[SSyntR] representations of three English cleft sentences are given, as well as five formal DSyntR
& SSyntR rules for the expression of a focalized Rheme by the cleft construction. The cleft
construction is defined as a particular type of linguistic sign; it is a grammatical (surface-syntactic)
idiom, headed by a lexeme of the copula verb ‘be’ with fairly complex syntactics. An overview of
cleft constructions in several languages structurally different from English—French, Spanish,
German, Irish, Kinyarwanda, and Mandarin Chinese—follows. Finally, pseudo-cleft sentences are
considered; in contrast to cleft sentences, they are special only from a semantic, but not from a
syntactic viewpoint (there is no term *pseudo-cleft construction): they present a particular
organization of the starting meaning. The results of the paper: 1) It proposes a formal notion of cleft
construction, which allows the researchers to distinguish—in various languages—syntactic
phenomena that serve the same informational purpose (namely, the expression of a focalized Rheme
or Theme), but are structurally different; in this way the paper contributes to General syntax.
2) It provides a sketch of a formal description of the cleft construction in English, thus contributing
to English studies.
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PaciuennieHHas KOHCT, PyKUuUA: ¢opmaanoe onpepeneHue

Urops MEJIBYYK"'='D<

Jlunzeucmuueckuii yenmp Cmuica-Texem, Moupeansckuil ynugepcumem,
Monpeans, Kanaoa
DAligor.melcuk@umontreal.ca

AHHOTAIUSA

B crartbe pemaercs 3agaua cucTeMaTH3aIK JIMHTBUCTUYECKUX MTOHATHI U COOTBETCTBYIOIIEH Tep-
MUHOJIOTHHU: JAeTCsI CTPOTOe OTpeNeeHNe MOHATHS «pacIIeIUIeHHasT KOHCTPYKIMs». Vccnenona-
HUE IPOBOJUTCA B PaMKax TeopeTudeckoro noaxona «Cmeicn—Texcty». dopMynnpyroTcs coaepka-
TesIbHBIE U (hOpMasbHBIE TPEOOBAaHUS K CTPOrOMY JIMHTBUCTHUECKOMY OIpejeNieHnto. B kadecTse
0a3bl ONpeeNeHUs] ONMMCHIBACTCS PacCIlelyIeHHass KOHCTPYKLUS B aHTJIHMHCKOM SI3BIKE: AAIOTCS
cemantuueckue [SemR], riryOunHO-cHHTaKcHueckue [DSyntR] u MOBEpXHOCTHO-CHHTaKCHYCCKHE
[SSyntR] nmpencraBnenus Tpex aHMIMICKUX paclIeIUIEHHBIX IPEUI0KEHUH, a TaKkoKe ITh (hopMatb-
HbIX DSyntR < SSyntR npaBui uist BeipaxeHust OKaIn30BaHHON peMbl KOHCTPYKIIMEH ¢ paciier-
neHueM. JlaHHast KOHCTPYKIUS ONpeeNseTcs] Kak 0COOBIi THIT sI3BIKOBOTO 3HAaKa; 3TO TpaMMaTHye-
ckast (TTOBEpXHOCTHO-CHHTAKCHYECKas) MMOMa, B KOTOPOH CHHTAKCHYECKON BEPIIMHOMN SBISIETCS
TJIaTOJI-CBSI3Ka ‘OBITH’ C TOCTATOYHO CIOKHOW CHHTAKTHKOH. IIpeacraBien 0030p paciierieHHbIX
KOHCTPYKINH B HECKOJBKHX S3bIKaX, CTPYKTYPHO OTJIMYHBIX OT aHTJIIMHCKOTO0, — BO (h)paHIly3CKOM,
HCIIaHCKOM, HEMEIIKOM, MPJIAaHJICKOM, KHHbIPYaHJa U COBPEMEHHOM KHTaiCKOM. 3aTeM paccmar-
pHUBAIOTCA MCEBIO-paCIIEINICHHbBIE MPEUIOKEHHs, KOTOPbIe, B OTIMYHE OT PACHICIJICHHBIX, SBIIS-
IOTCS OCOOCHHBIMHU TOJIBKO C CEMAaHTHUYECKOW, HO HE C CHHTAaKCHYECKOM TOUKH 3peHus (TepMHUH
*ncegdo-paciyeniennas KOHCmpyKyus He UCIONb3yeTCs): B HUX MpPEACTaBlIeHa ocodasi opraHusa-
LUl UICXOJJHOrO 3HaueHus. B cratbe npemsioxeHsl: 1) ¢popManbHOe omnpelielieHne paclieruieHHOH
KOHCTPYKIIMH, KOTOPOE MO3BOJISIET UCCIEA0BATEISIM pa3inyaTh B pa3HbIX A3bIKaX CUHTAKCHUYECKHE
SIBJICHUSI, CITy’Kalllie OJHOU M TOM ke MH(pOPMAIIMOHHON 1eH (2 IMEHHO BBIpaXEHHIO (oKam3o-
BAaHHOW PEMBI WM TEMbI), HO SBISIONINECS CTPYKTYPHO Pa3iIM4YHBIMH; 2) KpaTkoe (GopMaibHOE
OIMCaHUE PACIIECTUIEHHON KOHCTPYKLMM B aHIJIMICKOM si3bIke. Takum oOpasom, paboTa BHOCHUT
BKJIa]] B NCCJIEJOBAHMS OOIIETO M AHTJIMIICKOTO CHHTAaKCHCA.

KnaroueBble cioBa: @opmanvhvie aungUCUYEcKUe NOHAMUSA, CUHMAKCUC, PACUeNnIeHHAs.
KOHCMPYKYUS, NCe800-pacuyenieHble NPeonodtCeHUsl, AH2AUIICKULL A3bIK, A3bIK KUHbAPYAHOA, CO8pe-
MEHHbIU KUMAUCKULL A3bIK
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1. Introduction: Toward a formal definition of cleft construction

As is well known, one of the serious obstacles to the development of, and
progress in, linguistics is the absence of a unified notional system of the type that
exists in hard sciences. Many futile discussions are provoked by mutual
misunderstandings and/or by different interpretations of even the most current
terms. That is why I have been tackling this problem for almost half a century: an
attempt to create a system of formal notions for linguistic morphology was made in
(Mel’¢uk 1982, 1993-2000, 2006), for semantics and syntax—in (Mel’¢uk 1988,
2012-2015, 2021), and for phraseology—in (Mel’¢uk 2023). Speaking of syntax,
such syntactic notions as syntactic actant, surface-syntactic subject, government
and agreement, passive construction, ergative construction, relative clause and
pseudo-relative clause have been formally introduced. Here, another syntactic
notion is considered: the cleft construction.

w The name of a linguistic notion (= a technical term) on its first mention is printed in
Helvetica; if need be, the notion is explained either in the subsequent text or in Appendix
1, pp. 244-245.

What follows is couched in terms of the Meaning-Text approach (e.g., Mel’cuk
1974, 2012-2015, 2016, 2018, among others).! The three main pillars of this
approach are as follows:

* The description of a linguistic entity is carried out in the direction from
Meaning to Text; it shows how a given meaning is expressed by this entity (rather
than how this entity is understood).

* All formal representations of utterances are stated in terms of
dependency—semantic, syntactic and morphological.

* Two levels of syntactic representation are distinguished: the deep-syntactic
representation [DSyntR], which is closer to meaning, and the surface-syntactic
representation [SSyntR], closer to text. The DSynt-structure [DSyntS] contains
only semantically full lexical units (no grammatical lexical units), while the
SSynt-structure [SSyntS] is made up of all actual lexemes of the utterance
(including grammatical lexemes).

! A more complete list of publications on the Meaning-Text approach, as well as a brief overview
of them, is presented in (Ivanova & Larina 2022).
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The exposition presupposes sufficient familiarity of the reader with the
conceptual apparatus and formalisms of the Meaning-Text approach. However,
short explanations are provided wherever it seems necessary.

The prototypical cleft construction is illustrated in (1a), where its three lexical
components are boldfaced; for a rigorous definition, see Section 4, pp. 235-236. In
(1b) a (simplified) semantic representation [SemR] of sentence (1a) is given.

(1) a. Itis ambivalence that gives the poem its power.

b.
RHEMEsem, ‘give’ THEMEsem
Focalized /CR\
-1—» O )
‘ambivalence’ ‘power’ ‘poem

w The underscoring of a semanteme within a communicative area in a semantic
representation (in this case, of the semantemes ‘ambivalence’ and ‘give’) indicates its
communicative dominance.

The cleft construction serves to express the focalization of the semantic Rheme
[RHEMEsem| of a sentence; in (1b) it is the semanteme ‘ambivalence’ that is
focalized. In other words, the cleft construction plays a strictly communicative role:
it marks on the surface the communicative value Focalized of the communicative
category Focalization (see Appendix 1, p. 245).

The RHEMEsem Of a sentence is expressed on the deep-syntactic level by its
RHEMEpsynt. Therefore, what is discussed in this paper is the expression of the
focalized RHEMEbpsynt.

NB: For the semantic-communicative structure of sentences adopted here, see (Mel’¢uk
2001).

A sentence including a cleft construction is called a cleft sentence. (The
expression cleft clause, encountered in the literature, is to be avoided: it is a
sentence that can be “cleft,” i.e. cleaved, into two clauses.)

The nature of the cleft construction in English was established by Otto
Jespersen (1937: 83—89). Jespersen’s description was developed in a huge number
of studies: a Google search (2024.02.09) for “cleft sentences” produced 6,250,000
hits! Here I will mention just a few studies that have been most useful for myself.
Thus, the classical English grammar (Quirk et al. 1985/1991: 1383—1387) offers a
detailed characterization of English cleft constructions; see also (Sornicola 1988),
(Collins 1991) and (Davidse 2000). The available information on cleft constructions
in English, German and French is elegantly summarized in (Lambrecht 2001), an
article that is basic for any study of clefts, including, of course, the present paper.
I do not introduce new facts; all my data are borrowed from published research.

However, no rigorous general definition of the cleft construction as a particular
type of linguistic unit has been supplied. It is this lacuna that I will be trying to fill.
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It is convenient to start with a simple example. Let there be semantic structure
[SemS] (2)—the depiction of a particular propositional meaning:
2)
‘localized’
{2
‘wrote’ @‘/ \‘O
7 ‘2 ‘Boston’
/ ()

[a]
‘John® ‘novel’

NB The SemS (2), as all the SemSs cited further, is incomplete: the meanings of
grammemes (nominal number, verbal mood and tense) are not shown.

This SemS contains the communicatively dominant predicate semanteme—
‘wrote’, its two Sem-actants—‘John’ and ‘novel’, and a semantic modifier—
‘in [= localized.in] Boston’. Accordingly, from SemS (2) it is possible to produce
several sentences with different semantic-communicative structures without
focalization of the rhematic meaning; see, for instance, (3):

(3) a. [John]sem-theme [Wrote this novel in Boston]sem-Rheme-
b. [This novel, |sem-Theme, Focalized [JOIN Wrote it in Boston]sem-Rheme.
C. [In Boston, |sem-Theme, Focalized [JOIN wrote this novel]sem-Rheme.
d. [This novel was written by John]sem-theme [i Boston]sem-Rheme.
e. [This novel was written in Boston]sem-theme [by JOhn|sem-Rheme.

(All these sentences are, of course, supposed to be uttered with the neutral
prosody.)

At the same time, SemS (2) also underlies the cleft sentences in (4), where the
focalized rhematic phrase is boldfaced:

(4) a. It is John that/who wrote this novel in Boston.
b. It is this novel (that) John wrote in Boston.
c. It is in Boston that John wrote this novel.

The following fact is crucial:

A All the sentences in (3) and (4)—the cleft and non-cleft ones—are produced

& from the same starting SemS: (2). In other words, all of these sentences have
the same propositional meaning and differ only in their communicative
organization.

2

The goal of this paper is a rigorous definition of the notion “cleft construction’
and a formal characterization of this construction.

Thus, the paper constitutes another contribution to the long-term work on the
notional system of linguistics mentioned above, at the beginning of this section.
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2. What is a rigorous linguistic definition?

Since my aim is a rigorous definition of cleft construction, it is necessary to
formulate first the requirements imposed on rigorous linguistic definitions. The
most important class of linguistic definitions is that of deductive definitions; I think
that the cleft construction must be defined deductively, and therefore I will
characterize here deductive definitions only.>

A definition of a linguistic entity E should satisfy two sets of requirements:
substantive ones and technical ones.

Three substantive requirements on a linguistic definition

1) A linguistic definition must be strictly deductive: when formulating a
definition, the researcher proceeds from the more general to the more particular.

Usually, what is an E is intuitively more or less clear in central cases, but for
many marginal specimens the answer is far from obvious; therefore, the notion of
E must be sharpened. For this, it is necessary to define the most general notion of
which E is a particular case. Attention: what is meant is the most general notion,
not genus proximum, i.e. not ‘the nearest kind’: the notion the researcher is after
must represents the most inclusive class of items to which E belongs, along, of
course, with many other items, which are similar to, but essentially different from,
E. This “superclass” must then be partitioned into the biggest subclasses available
(ideally, into two subclasses), and this operation is repeated again and again, until
we get a class that consists only of entities E.

Substantive requirement No. 1 ensures that the place of E among other similar
notions (in terms of class inclusion) is well established.

2) A linguistic definition must strive for maximal “narrowing” of E’s
defining properties: these properties must be distinguished and separated as much
as possible, thus creating finer-grained notions. The researcher is supposed to place
under the notion of each property as little as he can, so that E is defined by the
maximal set of the finest possible relevant properties.

Substantive requirement No. 2 guarantees that the notion will be the least
inclusive, i.e., the narrowest possible.

3) A linguistic definition must be based on the prototypical cases of E. This
approach essentially follows what Charles Hockett (Hockett 1956) proposed about
70 years ago for the concept of grammatical case. Namely, “(grammatical) case”
must be defined strictly on the basis of a prototypical case system, for instance, that
of Latin or Ancient Greek, and then the notion has to be reasonably generalized—

2 Two other types of linguistic definitions are inductive definitions (such as those of syntactic clause
elements—subject, direct object, etc.) and enumerative definitions (such as that of lexical unit:
a lexeme or an idiom).
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such that new phenomena subsumed under the definition thus obtained are
sufficiently similar to the Latin case.

No Eurocentrism is implied here. It is not that the Latin concept of case should
be imposed on a completely different language. On the contrary, the name case
should be used strictly for phenomena that are similar enough in criterial ways to
the Latin case. If the phenomenon considered is not sufficiently similar to what we
call case in Latin it simply should not be called case.

Substantive requirement No. 3 pushes the researcher towards intuitively more
attractive notions.

Four technical requirements on a linguistic definition

A linguistic definition must be:

1) Formal—it should be applicable automatically, that is, literally.

2) Rigorous—it should contain only previously defined notions and/or else
undefinable notions (indefinibilia), which must be listed as such. More precisely, it
should be a definition of the axiomatic type: per genus proximum et differentia
specifica ‘by the nearest kind and specific differences’, as established by Boethius
(480-524), who was following the ideas of Aristotle.

3) Sufficient and necessary—it should cover all the phenomena that are
perceived as being subsumable under the corresponding notion, and nothing but
such phenomena.

4) Logically universal—it should be applicable to any relevant item of any
language in order to check whether this item satisfies the given definition or not.
(But this item itself as well as the entities in its definition are not meant, of course,
to be necessarily language-universal.)

I use the cleft construction in English as a prototypical representative of cleft
constructions in all languages. If a particular construction in a given language does
not satisfy the proposed definition, it is not similar enough to the English cleft
construction and therefore should not be called cleft construction.

3. The cleft construction in English

The English cleft construction will be characterized in two steps. First, the
semantic, the deep-syntactic and the surface-syntactic representations of three
illustrative cleft sentences—that is, sentences containing a cleft construction—are
given (3.1). Second, the syntactic rules that ensure the expression of the focalization
of a Rheme by a cleft construction are introduced (3.2).

3.1. The formal representations of three English cleft sentences

Here are the semantic [SemR], the deep-syntactic [DSyntR] and the surface-
syntactic [SSyntR] representations of the cleft sentences in (5).
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w A dashed two-headed arrow «-----»1in a Synt-structure shows a coreference link between
two lexemes.
(5) [=(4a)] It is John that/who wrote this novel in Boston.

SemR
Rhemesem, Themesem
Focalized ‘locahized’
O ~
‘wrote’/"/ 2,
|~ O ['4 O 2
‘John’ /1 ~2 Boston
—‘_// kW )
o* © ‘novel
DSyntR SSyntR
Rhem_ens,-m, ThEI'I‘IBDSan B]ilij;]gjﬁi\ Themess,ﬂ“
Focalized subjectival | | i T pseudo-subjectival

l copular-compl
WRITEscr mp past LOCip ¥

A = &5 e} LOWRITEmD, past
/|’O‘ ATIR A s JOMNss ™. subj | circumstantial
3 L
O/ \O 5 Rhemessynt : i / dlr‘d)]
T O A
JOHN, NOVELsg pzr  BOSTON THAT'2/ ?NOVELSG TN
WHO  determ prepos

L

THIS  BOSTON

For the DSynt- and SSynt-relations, see (Mel’¢uk 2021: Ch. 2).

Comments

1) As stated above (p. 221), a focalized Sem-Rheme corresponds to the
focalized DSynt-Rheme, so that the cleft construction marks, strictly speaking, the
focalization of the deep-syntactic Rheme.

2) The lexeme IT'5 is a semantically empty pronoun, appearing as a dummy
SSynt-subject; THAT!2 is a relative pronoun: = WHICH. (Lexicographic numbering
here and below follows Longman’s Dictionary.)

3) The subordinate clause in a cleft sentence depends on the copula verb BE by
the pseudo-subjectival SSynt-relation (Mel’¢uk 2021: 51-52). This is the
SSyntRel used for all cases where a dummy SSynt-subject IT'5 appears with the
copula BE (or a similar verb such as SEEM or HAPPEN), the latter governing an
expression that is, so to speak, “coreferential” with this I1T!5:

It—subjectival-is—| convenient |-pseudo-subjectival—t0 use the following technique.
or
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[t<—subjectival-is—[ known]—pseudo-subjectival—that John is in town.

4) The relative pronouns THAT'2 and WHO need the indication of coreference
with their source (in this case, with the noun JOHN), since the grammatical number
of this source noun controls the form of the Main Verb (WRITE) of the pseudo-
subjectival subordinate clause of a cleft sentence:

1t is this person that/who<—is writing the novel.
vs.
1t is these people that/who<—are writing the novel.

In some other languages that have the cleft construction, the Main Verb of the
subordinate clause in a cleft sentence also reflects the person and gender of the
relative pronoun’s source (see Section 4, the examples (18) and (19)), so that the
indication of coreference is justified.

(6) [=(4b)] It is this novel (that) John wrote in Boston.

SemR DSyntR
R"IEI'I'IESem, E Themesem i Rhemensyﬂtg ThemeDSynt
Focalized ¢ - > Focalized
localézed WRITE sct, mp, past LOCin
Vak o—ATTR—— O
“wrote’ /1 2\ -
¥ » I Il
-0 © T '
‘novel’/,/ \k‘ ‘Boston’ o b4
o © John’ NOVELsc. per JOHNg;  BOSTON
SSyntR
(i) (ii)
BEmn, mes BEmD, mes Themessynt
Ty o 1t _— 0]
subjectival | i Ppseudo-subjectival subjectival/l | —pssudo-subjectival
l OOPU|aI'-COmiPE| lcopular-compl
o <|)QNOVELSG WRITEpw, past b O WRITEmm, past
I's R /| 1 EL e AR .
determ! | dir-obf subj cireumst || T NOVELyo{ | dir-obj| dramstantil
N / é l determ '} / subj \
o iYW ; <|>1N iy é o
THIS| {THAT'2 JOHNsc orepos || Rhemessym THIS FHAT2 JOHNgg Arepos
Rhemessynt | ' }
i o
0
Themessyne BOSTON BosToN

In the SSyntR of (6-ii) the pronoun THAT'2 is elided, which happens typically
when it is the direct object of the Main Verb in the subordinate clause of the cleft
sentenlausece. (The elision is shown by double strikethrough, which indicates that
this lexeme does not appear in the morphological string, that is, in the
deep-morphological representation.)
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(7) [=(4c)] It is in Boston that John wrote this novel.

SemR DSyntR
Rhemesem Themes. Rhemeosynt, | |
Focalized ’ o Focalized : Themeosynt
‘m’ ‘W‘rote’ : L OCin i WRITEA(;[" IND, PAST
10-1"""---___, = : 79
2 © h ATTR | i
4 v’ 2 i
. O‘( \O i é : 0
‘Boston’ i .
! ‘John> ‘novel’ i BosToN EJOHNSG NOVELsG, per |
SSyntR
BEmD, pres Themessynt
o —O—d o
subjectival | pseudo-subjectival
copular-compl
1 §IN [ THAT"1
prepositional SI.lbord-oo?junctional
¥
O Q) WRITEmD, past
BosTON bi ect'/ |
subjectival g ect-obj ectival
Rhemessynt ¥ b}
------ © Q' NOVELse

JOHNss determinative

O
THIS

Now I can spell out the deep-syntactic rules (rules of the DSyntS < SSyntS
form), which establish the correspondence between the DSynt- and the SSynt-
structures of a cleft sentence. These rules, from now on, are referred to as Foc-Cleft
rules.

3.2. Expression of a focalized Rheme by means of the cleft construction

The English Foc-Cleft rules given below claim neither exhaustiveness nor high
accuracy: the goal is not to provide an ideal and exhaustive description of the
English cleft construction, but only to offer a representative illustration of the
proposed formalisms. (For factual details, see the titles mentioned in Section 1.)
The English cleft construction subsumes a series of more or less marginal, slightly
deviant cases, which cause doubts among speakers. I am unable to sort out the
relevant facts and will rely on the intuition of my few informants.
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A The Foc-Cleft rules are presented in order to show how my formalisms
can be used for the description of various expressions of this kind; these
rules are more about the formal notion of cleft construction rather than
about the real cleft construction in English.

B

Five Foc-Cleft rules are needed according to the SSynt-role that the focalized
rhematic element L plays in the corresponding sentence without such focalization.
— Rule 1: Liis an SSynt-actant expressed by a prepositionless noun or an
adjective; that is, it is a SSynt-subject, a direct object or a copular
complement.
— Rule 2: Liis an SSynt-actant expressed by a preposition-introduced noun;
that is, it is a surface-syntactic indirect or oblique object.
— Rule 3: L is a possessor complement of a subject or a direct object.
— Rule 4: L is a possessor complement of an indirect or oblique object.
— Rule 5: L is a circumstantial.
These rules represent a rather rough picture of the cleft construction in English;
the simplifications and omissions accepted are indicated on p. 231.

Foc-Cleft rules for English (DSyntR < SSyntR)

w The symbol L stands for the lexeme L that is the syntactic head of the sentence.
The symbols R and r stand, respectively, for a particular DSynt-relation and a particular
SSynt-relation.
Shading indicates the context of the rule—that is, the components of the manipulated
structures that are not affected by the rule, but whose presence is necessary for the rule
to apply correctly.

Foc-Cleft rule 1: Focalizing subjects, direct objects and copular
complements

L
R El:’l M

K BEIND,MS
_________ (l) subjectival f‘“?‘*ﬁpsaudo-sjbjectival

L i copular-
i ! ] completive 1) no: L;«I-BE
; RHEMEosynt. | l
' Focalized ~ 2} r = subjectival, direct-objectival,
R [T(%S fv-_\ QL copular-completive

- r 3) L, =THAT'2
~. B or
.0 WHOl if L, = cimman»
L,

(1) 1Itisfoody, that,«<—subj—determines; the shape of the mind.
(i1) 1t is McGregory, and Househoffer that/whoy,<—subj—determine; our plans.
(ii1) It is foody, that,,«—dir-obj—[wel—consider; to be the determining factor.
(iv) It is McGregory, that/whor,«—dir-obj—[we]—consider; to be the determining factor.
(v)  *Itis Americanvr,, not British, that,,<—cop-compl-[McGregor]-is;. [Condition 1)]
Vvs.
It is Americany,, not British, that,,<—cop-compl-[McGregory,]-became;.
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Foc-Cleft rule 2: Focalizing indirect and oblique objects

Laerer) = Lprepy([R(D)])

L
o
R*IIi/IV/
l ) BEnp, pres
e o_.-.-.-._._! subjectival“—‘?*‘pseudﬂ-sul)jectival
N . copular-
iRHEMEDsynt.| o 1) COm[lletwe
| Focallzed ; $ Luomn o
X P THAT?1
s prepositional gubhord-conjunctional
3
L I

w The expression Lrep([R(L)]) means “the preposition that is indicated in the column R
of L’s government pattern as a possible surface means marking the corresponding

SSynt-actant.”

1) r = indir-objectival,
oblique-objectival

2) Laerep) = Lerery([R(D)])

vi) IndirO: It is tor, McGregory, that—[we]—subord-conj—gave; the book.
2 80rL, gavey
(vil) OblO: [t is ony, this aidy,/onL, McGregory, that—[we]—subord-conj—depend; .
BEmmD, prES
subjectival — ? ——pseudo-subjectival
copular-
< 2) completive
o] L ¢
1 0 of
IT's el r =
\"..t o Laerem

e, I
. prepositional

|

Ay

La

3) L3 = WHICH | if L, # «human»
or
WHO ‘ if L) = «human»

(viii) IndirO: It is McGregory, torL,—prepositional—whomy, we gave; the book.

WHO | if L, = «human»

ix) OblO: It is McGregory, ony,—prepositional—whomy, we depend;.
gOrL) ONL, 3 pendy,
(x)  OblO: [t is these promisesi, onL,—prepositional—whichi, we depend; .
BEnD, prES
subjectival f?‘\pseudo-sul)jectival 1) r = indir-objectival,
/ copular- oblique-objectival
completive
& 3) y \. 2) La=THAT2 or
© v L
I's L \‘»\ r ({colligative ~
. . 3) Lserer) = Lerer([R(L)])
of
L: Lacprep)
(xi) IndirO: It is McGregory, that/who(m)r, we gave;—|[the book]—colligative—for ;.
(xi1) OblO: It is these promisesy, thati, we depend;—colligative—ony .
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Foc-Cleft rule 3: Focalizing the possessor complement of the subject or
the direct object

BEmm, Pres
subjectival ™ 7 —pseudo-subjectival
copular-
completive

L)
PN IT's

] r = subjectival, direct-objectival
- RHEMEDS]’M:,E

i Focalized |

determinative

WHOSE
(xiii) /t is McGregory, whose«—determinative—intervention., saved; the day.

(xiv) It is McGregorL, whose<—determinative—paintingsi, we adore;.

Foc-Cleft rule 4: Focalizing the possessor complement of the indirect or
oblique object

(xv) It is McGregory, onL; whose<—determinative—support,, we depend; .

BEmD, prEs
subjectival ™ ?“—‘pseudo-subjecﬁval
copular-
completive

1) r = indirect-objectival,
oblique-objectival

2) Lagerepy = Loreey( [RA)])

|RHEMEosynt! 1T's

! Focalized
\ 9 Laeeen)
, prepositional

\

A

Foc-Cleft rule 5: Focalizing circumstantials

BEmp, prES
subjectival ?“—-ps eudo-subjectival
copulal"-
! b completive it Li=(V),
i RHEMEpsynty ! . .
E Focalized | < 5 then tense(BE) = tense(L)

| THAT?1

subord-conjunctional 2) Preferable:

it Li=(ADV),
then L1 = (loc/temp)
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(xvi) It is just therey, that—[we]—subord-conj—met; McGregor.
(xvil) It is yesterdayr, that—[we]-subord-conj—met; McGregor.
(xviil) [t is withy, (togetherr, with)y McGregor that—[we]-subord-conj—visited; Boston.
(xix)  [Itis onv, “The National” that-[we]—subord-conj—saw; this news.
(xx)  [Itis becausev, of McGregor that—[we]—subord-conj—are; late.
(xxi)  *Itis to seeL, McGregor that—[we]-subord-conj—came; to Boston. [Condition 1)]
Vs.
1t is to seer, McGregor that—[we]—subord-conj—come; to Boston.
and
It was to seer, McGregor that—[wel]-subord-conj—came; to Boston.
(xxii) It is carefullyr: that-[McGregor]-subord-conj—opened; the box. [Condition 2);
cf. examples (xvi) and (xvii)]
Vs.
1t is withy, care that—[McGregor]—subord-conj—opened; the box.

Comment

Condition 1): In case of the focalization of a circumstantial, if this
circumstantial is a verb (an infinitive of purpose), the tense of the subordinate clause
must the same as the tense of the superordinate clause (= the tense of BE).

Condition 2): If L1 is an adverb, it preferably is locative or temporal; for
instance, /¢ is far away that John lives or It is very early that John begins his day,
but It is very warmly that John was received there. However, qualitative adverbs
are also possible: It was sadly that he smiled or It was very slowly that he answered.

Simplifications adopted in the Foc-Cleft rules

The Foc-Cleft rules presented above gloss over the following four important
properties of the English cleft construction.

1) The cleft construction readily appears also in negative and interrogative
sentences:

(8)  a. ltis not John who insists on our leaving.
b. Is it John who insists on our leaving?
c. Is it not John who insists on our leaving?

Our Foc-Cleft rules ignore this fact.

2) The verb BE in the superordinate clause of a cleft sentence is not necessarily
in the present tense (contrary to what is indicated in our Foc-Cleft rules):

(9) a. It was John who brought the booze.
b. From day one, it has been the Americans who politicized the issue.
c. If we fail, it will be overconfidence that is our undoing.

3) If Li—the rhematic element to be focalized—does not depend immediately
on the syntactic head L of the sentence, the copular complement in the subordinate

clause must be the highest SSynt-governor of L that depends directly on L. For
instance, in the sentence John reads 0nly<—restrictive short stories the

focalized rhematic element is the adverb VERY; then the corresponding cleft
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sentence is It is only VERY short stories that John reads, where the copular
complement is the head of the phrase very«—short«stories, and the focalized
element is marked by prosody (phrasal stress). This particularity is also not reflected
in the Foc-Cleft rules.

4) L in a Foc-Cleft rule can be not a single lexeme L(v), but is instead a standard
syntactic subtree (Mel’¢uk & Pertsov 1987: 193-195, 485-491), a.k.a. a verbal
nucleus (Kahane 2001), that is, a syntactic chain of subsequently subordinated
lexemes that is syntactically equivalent to a simple verb; for instance, instead of
John wrotej, this text one may encounter John might;—have—written this text.
Such a standard subtree can be transferred from the subordinate to the superordinate
clause of a cleft sentence salva significatione (replacing, of course, the label of the
terminal node by the corresponding form of the verb BE):

l

(10) Johngueme, roc might; have written this text.
1t is John who might have written this text. =
1t might have been John who wrote this text.

Moreover, some adverbials (mostly, parentheticals) can be transferred from the
subordinate to the superordinate clause of a cleft sentence:

(11)  Johngueme, voc probably {, as you know,) wrote this text. ~
1t is John who probably {, as you know,) wrote this text. =
1t is probably {, as you know,) John who wrote this text.

However, our Foc-Cleft rules do not account for this operation.
Similarly, the copula verb in the cleft construction can also be the terminal
component of a syntactic standard subtree, as, for instance, in (12):

(12) a. It can be these moments that keep us from speaking up.
b. It seems to be these people who were incarcerated.

This possibility is not accounted for, either.

Our rules ignore as well three syntactic phenomena that are not specific to the
cleft construction:

* The possible omission (= ellipsis) of the relative pronoun THAT'2/WHO that
plays the SSynt-role of the direct object or of a dangling preposition’s object, as
seen in [t is the last statement (McGregor) that (ko) we believe or It is the last
statement {McGregor) that (whe) we believe in, and of the conjunction THAT?1, as
in It is there that we met McGregor.

« The choice between lexemes WHO and THAT!2/WHICH in case L1 is a human
noun.

* The choice between morphological forms who and whom, which is
fluctuating in English.

3.3. The cleft construction as a linguistic sign

The cleft construction is a complex linguistic sign—a member of the huge
family of linguistic signs that includes lexical units, morphological markers of
inflectional and derivational significations (see the table of morphological signs in
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Appendix 2, p. 246), meaning-carrying SSynt-relations, etc. It must be described as
all signs are—by specifying its three components: signified, signifier, syntactics.

The signified of the cleft construction is unproblematic: it is the DSynt-
communicative value Focalized, characterizing the RHEMEbpsyn: Of the sentence
and expressing the Sem-Comm-value Focalized (see above, p. 221); there is a
general consensus concerning this point. The expression of communicative values
by segmental means—in this case, by the phrase of the type It is [X] that/who...—
is rather infrequent in the world’s languages, but nonetheless it is well known. Some
stock examples include the English idiom "As FOR™ [X] and the lexeme SPEAKING
[of X], which express the DSynt-communicative value Focalized characterizing
the THEMEpsyn: Of the sentence, the equivalent Russian idiom "CTO KASAETSJA’
[X-a], or Russian lexemes—particles ETO? [X], expressing the focalization of the
RHEMEqps,n¢ (Eto Ivan prisél ‘This is Ivan who has arrived’), and [X]-T0%, which
expresses the focalization of the THEMEpsyn: (/van-to pridét ‘As for Ivan, he’ll
come’).

w The top corners "~ enclose an idiom (= a non-compositional phraseme).

The signifier of the Foc-Cleft construction is, as said above, the phrase / is
[X] that/who...; formally speaking, it is a SSynt-subtree of one of the two following
forms:

(13) a.
BEiND, PRES
subjectival — C‘D — pseudo-subjectival
/ copular-completive \
THAT?1
e ° Qo
IT°5 subord-conjunctional
[

(the subordinate pseudo-subjectival clause of a cleft sentence is a regular clause introduced
by the conjunction THAT?1)

or
b.
BEiND, PRES
subjectival — C‘> — pseudo-subjectival
copular-completive

o
!5

“a

O+ =9

L(pronominal, relative)

(the subordinate clause of a cleft sentence is a pseudo-relative clause introduced by the
corresponding relative pronoun: THAT'2 or WHO).
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w The blackened nodes of the above subtrees are “the contact points”: by means of these
nodes the Foc-Cleft substructure is joined to the SSynt-structure of the cleft sentence
under production.

These two cleft construction subtrees are approximate and schematic, in the
sense that they illustrate the cleft construction along very general lines. Strictly
speaking, for English, it is necessary to consider all the variants of the Foc-Cleft
subtrees represented by the seven subrules in Subsection 3.2: these are, so to say,
seven “allo-clefts” of one “clefteme,” distributed as function of the DSynt-context.

The syntactics of the cleft construction is quite involved: the way it is hooked
up to the rest of the SSynt-structure of the sentence under construction cannot be
spelled out by a series of sufficiently simple statements. (In any case, for the time
being I am unable to do so.) It has to be specified by a set of complex conditions
distributed between the five above rules.

Now that the sign under consideration is formally characterized, I have to
answer an obvious question:

||What type of linguistic sign is the cleft construction?

It is not a morphological sign—that is, its signified is not expressed within a
wordform. * It is a syntactic sign: its signified is expressed within an
SSynt-structure, in other words, within a sentence. It is, thus, similar to
DSynt-relations, which are also expressed by SSynt-subtrees, except that the cleft
construction carries a communicative rather than a syntactic signification. The type
of a sign is established by the type of its signifier, and syntactic signs have just three
possible types of signifiers: 1) segmental signifiers, i.e. lexical units; 2) prosodies;
and 3) linear order, specified by SSynt-relations.

In a language with flexible word order, such as Russian, a communicative
value of a phrase can control the linear implementation of an SSyntRel: thus, the
SSynt-configuration

[VAN«—subjectival-VSTATpast ‘Ivan stood up’

surfaces as Ivan vstal if the lexeme IVAN is the Synt-Theme, and as Vstal IVAN
(with prosodic emphasis on Ivan) if IVAN is the Synt-Rheme. Hungarian presents a
more complex case: if a given clause has no focalization, a prefixed Main Verb
appears in its SSyntS as such; but if focalization of a sentence element is present,
the prefix of the verb splits from it and is linearly positioned according to fairly
complex rules. For instance, consider the verb BE+IOT(-ni) ‘enter, come into’ in
sentences (14):

3 For a better orientation of the reader, a table of possible morphological expressive means and
possible types of morphological signs, for which there exists a rigorous calculus, is presented in
Appendix 2.
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(14)  a. Maria betjotétt a szobaba ‘Maria came.into the room’.
VS.
b. Maria jotott—prefixal-auxiliary—be a szobaba
‘MARIA [and not somebody else] came into the room’.

In (14b), MARIA constitutes a focalized Rheme, and this communicative value
is expressed by the introduction (into the SSyntS) of a new node—a split prefix be-,
which syntactically depends on the lexical part of the verb and is positioned by the
prefixal-auxiliary SSyntRel.

The signifier of the cleft construction is, we have seen, segmental: it is a
phrase, and this phrase is semantically non-compositional. Therefore, this sign is a
lexical unit. More precisely, it seems to be an idiom: "IT IS [X] THAT/WHO ...".

True, "IT IS [X] THAT/WHO ..." is quite an unusual idiom: normally, an idiom
appears as a label on one of the nodes in a DSyntS, while "IT 1S [X] THAT/WHO ...~
does not. This idiom is a surface grammatical lexical unit—Ilike, for instance,
another English idiom, "AS FOR™ [X], and the similar Russian units mentioned
above. As an idiom, it exists only in the lexicon, because it never appears in the
DSyntS; and in the SSyntS its separate components appear individually. NB: This
conclusion is made more precise in the next section.

4. The notion of cleft construction

Given its communicative role—marking the focalization of the
DSynt-Rheme—and its quite complex syntactics, the expression 'IT 1S [X]
THAT/WHO ... is specific enough to merit a special name—the cleft construction.
Let us proceed to the main goal of the paper—a formal definition of the notion
“cleft construction,” applicable universally. In other words, this definition based on
the English cleft construction as the prototypical case must be good for Language
in general.

Definition: cleft construction
A cleft construction is a grammatical lexical unit, namely, a surface-syntactic idiom, that
expresses the focalization of the sentence’s RHEMEpsynt and whose signifier is an
SSynt-subtree of the following general form:

|-(V ‘be’, copula)
subjectival ‘ pseu\do-subjectival

copular-completive \

L C O O
(N, pronominal, empty) J| (RHEMEpsynt) L(suBORD-CLAUSE)

where:

Lv ve») 18 a particular lexeme of the copula verb (with the meaning ‘be’).

LN, pronominal, empty) i$ @ dummy pronoun such as Eng. IT'5 (Fr. IL, Ger. ES or a zero lexeme—
05{‘{‘ PTY e.g., in Spanish and Italian); the paretneses indicate that it can be absent
(as, e.g., in Chinese).
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L(RHEMEbsynt) is the lexeme that constitutes the RHEMEpsynt or is the SSynt-head of the
phrase that constitutes the RHEMEbsynt.

L(susorp-cLause) stands for the SSynt-head of the subordinate pseudo-subjectival clause,
this SSynt-head being:

— either an empty complementizer, such as Eng. THAT?1 (Fr. QUE, Ger. DASS);

—or a finite verb that is the syntactic head of this subordinate clause and that has

a particular relative pronoun as a dependent, such as Eng. THAT'2 or WHO; the parentheses

mean that the complementizer and/or the relative pronoun can be absent (as, e.g.,

in Chinese).

As one sees, in a language where both the pronoun LN, pronominal, empty) and the
relative pronouns are absent, the cleft construction is reduced to just a grammatical
lexeme: one of the lexemes of the copula verb. Roughly (in plain English):

The cleft construction is a grammatical (more precisely, surface-syntactic)
idiom headed by the copula verb, similar to Eng. BE; the lexical entry of this
verb contains a complete characterization of the cleft construction.® In a
particular language this idiom can be reduced to a single lexeme—to a lexeme
of the copula verb.

NB According to (Andrade 2019), in colloquial Brazilian Portuguese even the copula verb
SER ‘be’of a cleft sentence can be elided on the morphological surface (but the
complementizer is preserved):

(15) O Jodo que eu vi ‘(It was) John that [ saw’.
the John that I saw

Thus, the goal of the paper, formulated on p. 222, is reached.

The proposed definition of cleft construction corresponds to the requirements
formulated in Section 2. On the one hand, it is strictly deductive (the cleft
construction is defined as a particular subclass of linguistic signs, more precisely, a
subclass of grammatical lexical units), its defining features are separated enough
(its signified, its signifier and its syntactics are characterized separately), and it is
based on a well-known prototypical case—the English cleft construction. On the
other hand, it is formal, rigorous, necessary and sufficient, and logically universal.
(To avoid a possible confusion, let it be reminded that entities mentioned in the
definition are not language-universal, just like the cleft construction itself; however,
they are defined without mentioning specific features of a particular language.)

A cleft sentence is a complex sentence: it consists of two full-fledged clauses—
the superordinate and the subordinate ones.

* The superordinate clause has the following SSynt-structure:

L(N. pronominal, empty)¢—subjectival—L(v. copula) ‘be’—copular-completive— L(RHEMEpynts)

4 This formulation corrects a previous attempt to describe the cleft construction: (Mel’¢uk 2001:
180-190), where it was proposed to represent the cleft construction in the DSyntS by a fictitious
lexeme «IT BE» (instead of a particular lexeme of the vocable BE).
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* The subordinate clause is introduced, as indicated above, either by an empty
subordinating conjunction (such as THAT?1 in English), or by a relative pronoun
(such as the THAT'2 and WHO in English), or else it has no explicit marker, as in
Chinese, see examples (27) and (28). The subordinate clause introduced by THAT!2
or WHO is formally similar to a relative clause; however, these two clause types are
essentially different.

It is useful to indicate some of the surface-syntactic differences observed in
English between the subordinate clause of a cleft sentence with focalized rhematic
noun L (16a) and a genuine restrictive relative clause modifying the noun L that
depends on the verb BE (16b):

(16)  a. It is—(this gentleman; |—pseudo-subj—who told me about the trip. ~
b. This is the gentlemany—relative—who told me about the trip.

These differences have been discussed by many authors, so that there is
nothing original in the table below: I simply have collected and systematized well-
known facts.

Table 1
Cleft sentence Sentence with a restrictive relative clause
1. L—the copular complement of ‘be’—is the 1. L—the copular complement of ‘be’—is a noun
focalized rhematic element. modified by a relative clause.
2. The subordinate clause depends on the verb ‘be’, | 2. The subordinate clause depends on L by the
that is, on the Main Verb of the superordinate relative SSyntRel.

clause, by the pseudo-subjectival SSyntRel.

3. It is the empty pronoun IT!5; it does not alternate | 3. /t is the demonstrative pronoun 111 ‘this/that

with anything. thing/situation’; it is referential and alternates with
THIS/THAT:
It/This/That is a novel that John is reading.
4. That is the conjunction THAT?1: 4. That is a relative pronoun THAT'2, which is
It is tomorrow that | am leaving. coreferential with its antecedent; it alternates with
WHO and WHICH.
5. L can be a proper name or personal pronoun: 5. L cannot be a proper name or a personal
It is John/him that [= THAT?1] | want to talk to. pronoun:
*This (man) is John/him that [= THAT*2] | want to
talk to.
6. The verb BE agrees with IT (8t is in the singular, 6. The verb BE agrees with L; if L is in the plural, a
even if Lis a noun in the plural): plural demonstrative pronoun these has to be used:
It is novels that John enjoys reading. These are novels that John enjoys reading.
7. The tense of the Main Verb of the subordinate 7. The tense of the Main Verb of the relative clause
clause of a cleft sentence constrains the tense of does not constrain the tense of the Main Verb BE of
the Main Verb Bt of the superordinate clause; thus, | the superordinate clause:
if the former is in the present, the latter cannot be This was the novel that John is still reading.
in the past:

*It was the novel that John is still reading.

8. L carries a rising intonation and the subordinate | 8. L and its relative clause carry a single falling
clause, a falling one; a pause is possible between L | intonation; a pause is possible between THis and the

and the subordinate clause: rest of the sentence:
A N N
It is the dish | | that John enjoys. This || is the dish that John enjoys.
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Differences between cleft sentences with a focalized noun L and sentences with a relative clause
that depends on the copular complement L of BE

The proposed definition of cleft construction excludes from this notion other
constructions that express focalization of the Rheme as well, but have a completely
different syntactic structure. For instance, the Russian construction with focalizing
particle ETO? (see subsection 3.3, Signified, pp. 233) should by no means be called
“cleft construction”: it features no clefting. In the same vein, a pseudo-cleft shows
no syntactic clefting, so its name is misleading.

5. The cleft construction in languages of the world

The following remarks are far from being a serious typological overview of
cleft constructions in languages other than English; they are meant to be but a
preliminary hint to wet the appetite of prospective researchers.

Besides English, the cleft construction is richly represented in French (see
Doetjes et al. 2004):

(17) French
a.C’est Jean qui a écrit ce roman a Paris.
this is Jean who has written  this  novel in  Paris
b. C’est ce roman que Jean a écrit a  Paris.
this is this novel that  Jean has written in  Paris
c.Cest a Paris que Jean a écrit  ce  roman.
thisis in  Paris that Jean has written this  novel

The French cleft construction has several surface differences with respect to
the English one:

* Instead of a dummy pronoun IL, a regular equivalent of the Eng. IT, the
demonstrative pronoun CE ‘this’ is used.

« Instead of the contrast between the relative pronouns THAT'2 [with any
source] ~ WHO [with a human source only], French features another contrast: qui
‘which’-nominative case ~ gue ‘which’-accusative case.

* In French the Main Verb of the subordinate clause of a cleft sentence whose
SSynt-subject is a relative pronoun agrees in person and number with the source of
this pronoun, while in English the Main Verb of such a subordinate clause agrees
with this pronoun only in number (i.e., it is invariably in the 3™ person):

(18) a. Fr. C’est moi qui suis responsable pour cet effet.
be-IND.PRES.1.SG
Vs.
b. Eng. It is me who is responsible for this effect.

be-IND.PRES.3.SG

* In French, the Main Verb of the subordinate clause of a cleft sentence—more
specifically, the past participle in the compound tenses (19a)—and its copular
complement (19b) agree with the source of the relative pronoun also in gender:
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(19) a. C’est ce roman que nous avons compris+0.
Vs.
C’est cette nouvelle que nous avons compris+e.
b. C’est ce roman qui est intéressant+0.
V.
C’est cette nouvelle qui est intéressant+e.
A similar type of cleft construction is found in Italian, Spanish and Portuguese
(but not in Romanian—see Gheorghe 2017: 2). For instance:

(20) Spanish
a. Fue Juan quien  escribio  esta novela en Paris.

was Juan who wrote this novel in Paris

b. Es esta novela la que Juan escribio en Paris.
is this novel the that Juan wrote in Paris

c. Es en Paris donde Juan escribio esta  novela.
is in Paris where Juan wrote this novel

This construction existed already in pre-classical Latin (Dufter 2009: 1):

(21) Non ego sum qui te dudum conduxi [Plautus 254 — 184 BC]

not I am who you just.now Lhired
‘It is not me who hired you just now’.

Besides English, the cleft construction is found in other Germanic languages—
German, Dutch and all Scandinavian languages (see Fischer 2009); for instance:

(22) German
a. Es war Johann, der diesen Roman in Paris geschrieben hat.
it was  Johann which this novel in Paris written has
b. Es war dieser Roman, den Johann in Paris geschrieben hat.
it was this novel which Johann in Paris  written has
c. Es war Paris, wo Johann diesen Roman geschrieben hat.
it was  Paris where Johann this novel written has

NB In languages with a relatively flexible word order—such as Spanish, Italian and
German—-clefts are considered by purists as superfluous, since word order and
prosody can do the job, that is, express focalization quite well.

The cleft construction is typical of Celtic languages; thus, we find it in Irish
(Stenson 2020: 67-70):

(23) a.Is mise a d’oscail an doras ‘It is me that opened the door’.
is me REL Lopened the door

NB The lexeme A, glossed as REL(ator) = ‘that’, is a subordinator—a particle?—
introducing a relative or a pseudo-relative clause.

b. Ba go Gaillimh a chuaigh sé ‘It was to Galway that he went’.
was to Galway REL he.went he

c. Is rochliste ata  Sean lit. ‘It is too clever that John is’.
is too.clever REL.is John [atd < a + is]
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d. Is ¢ gur cheannaigh Sedin carr a chreideann Maire
is it that bought John car REL believes Mary
lit. ‘It is that John bought a car that Mary believes’.

Examples (23c—d) are from (Maki & O Baoill 2014); the word-for-word
equivalents of these Irish sentences are ungrammatical in English. The authors
indicate that in Irish focalization clefting is much freer than in English, which
allows one to speculate that the prevalence of the cleft construction in English might
be due to the Celtic substratum.

It is worth emphasizing that the cleft construction is absent from Slavic
languages—with the exception of Czech and Ukrainian:

(24) a. Czech (Reeve 2012: 167)

Je to manZelka, kdo rozhoduje ‘It is the wife who decides’.
is that wife who decides

b. Ukrainian (Duma 2022: 1)
To  je spadok, sco xvyljuje joho ‘It is the inheritance that worries him’.
that is inheritance that worries he-ACC
NB: Example (24b) is dubious. My colleague, linguist-Ukrainist Dr. Volodymyr Trub, in
his personal communication (2025.06.21) denies the existence of the cleft construction
in Ukrainian.

Turkic and Finno-Ugric (Finnish, Estonian, Hungarian) languages lack the
cleft construction as well. However, it is found in Africa, in particular, in Bantu
languages, for instance, in Kinyarwanda.

(25) Kinyarwanda (Kimenyi 1980: 70-72; the relativization of a clause is expressed by
the high tone " on the stem of its Main Verb)

a. Na dbd+ana b+a + +ye kw’ iishuiiri
be 1I child II PAST go.REL COMPL(etive) to  school
{It} is the children who went to school’.
b. N'iitkaramu umu+koobwa y+a + +ye umw-+dana
be IXpen I girl I PAST giveREL COMPL 1 child
“{It} is the pen that the girl gave to the child’.
c. Ni ku maguru umw+dana yta +gii +ye
be on feet I child I PAST goREL COMPL

{It} is on foot that the child went’.

And now, to the cleft construction on the other side of the globe: in Mandarin
Chinese.

The situation with the cleft construction in Chinese is controversial—in the
sense that the dozens of researchers who have discussed it have not been able to
come to a (more or less) unanimous conclusion as to what is and what is not a cleft
construction in this language. Nevertheless, one of the candidates for the title of
cleft construction corresponds to the definition of Section 4, representing its
extreme, or “limiting,” case; therefore, it seems necessary to consider this
construction here.
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Because of my ignorance of Chinese facts, [ am not in a position to participate
in the discussion; I will simply adopt the most neutral position (following, although
not fully and not literally, Teng 1979 and Paul & Whitman 2008) and use only the
least controversial examples.® (26) gives the underlying—non-cleft—sentence; the
sentences in (27) provide typical examples of the Chinese cleft construction in the
strict sense of our definition—with the copula verb SHi ‘be’ taking the focalized
Rheme (boxed in the examples) as its complement:

(26) Wo zudtian geéi Li  dd-le dianhua ‘1 called Li yesterday’.
1 yesterday to Li  hit COMPL(etive) phone
(27) a. Shi—> zuotian gei Li  dd-le  dianhua ‘Itis me who called Li yesterday’.
be I yesterday to Li hit COMPL phone
b. W6  zudtian shi—lgéi L] dd-le _ dianhud ‘It is Li that I called yesterday’.
I yesterday be to Li hit COMPL phone
c. Wo  shi—gudtian| géiLi dd-le  dianhua ‘It is yesterday that I called Li’.
I be yesterday to Li  hit COMPL phone

NB 1. The underscoring identifies the subordinate pseudo-relative clause. The absence of
a subordinating conjunction and of a relative pronoun in this clause corresponds to
the nature of Chinese syntax: the absence of explicit subordinators in several types
of subordinated clauses.

2. W6 zuotian in (27b) and wo in (27¢) are SSynt-prolepses, which express the Theme
(‘speaking of ...”); a pause is possible after them. Chinese being a strongly Pro-Drop
language, the repetition of WO as the SSynt-subject of the verb DA is elided.

The sentences in (27) consist each of two full-fledged finite clauses: the
superordinate clause with the copula verb SHI ‘be’ and the subordinate pseudo-
relative clause; this represents the clefting. The verbs in both clauses readily accept
the negation—BU or MEI—and a modal verb such as KENENG ‘may’; this
demonstrates the genuine verbal finite character of both clauses.

NB BU negates stative facts, and MEI, dynamic ones that did not take place in the past; BU
changes its falling tone to the rising one and becomes BU, when followed by a syllable
with the falling tone (tonal dissimilation); MEI does not combine with the marker of
the completive, -le.

(28) a-i. B shi wo zuotian géi Li da-le dianhua
It is not me who called Li yesterday’.
ii. Kénéng shi wo zudtian géi Li da-le dianhua
‘It  may be me who called Li yesterday’.
b-i.  Shi wo zudtian méi géi Lidd dianhua
‘It is me who did not call Li yesterday’.
ii. Shi wo zuotian kénéng géi Li da-le dianhua

‘It is me who may have called Li yesterday’.

5 The Chinese examples (26) — (29) have been verified, corrected, reverified, recorrected and
reverified again by Li Liu, who I kindly ask to receive my most heartfelt gratitude.
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Thus, it can be concluded that a cleft construction as defined in Section 4 does
exist in Chinese.

However, what about a different type of sentence used in Chinese for the
focalization of the Theme, but currently subsumed also under the name of “cleft
construction”? I mean the sentences like those in (29):

(29) a. Zuotian  gei Li dd-le dianhua-de shi wo
yesterday  to Li hit COMPL phone NOMINALIZER be I
‘[The one who called Li yesterday |ruemE, Foc 1S me’.
b.Wo gei Li dd-le dianhua-de shi zuotian
I to Li  hit COMPL phone = NOMINALIZER be yesterday
lit. “[That I called Li]raemE, roc 1S yesterday’.

NB The marker -de is a nominalizer used to form a particular type of relative and pseudo-
relative clauses. It means ‘(the one) who...” or ‘(the fact) that...’.

The sentences in (29) are nothing else but so-called pseudo-cleft sentences,
which are treated immediately below.

6. Pseudo-cleft sentences

Cleft sentences are commonly opposed to, but as a rule considered together
with, so-called pseudo-cleft sentences (a detailed overview of pseudo-cleft
sentences of various types is found in Collins 1991 and De Cesare 2017):

(30) a. The person who wrote this novel in Boston is John.
b. What John wrote in Boston is this novel.
c. The place where John wrote this novel is Boston.

NB The examples in (30) illustrate only one of several types of pseudo-cleft
sentences, but what is stated about this type holds about other types, too.

It is said that a pseudo-cleft sentence can also be used for focalization, but
rather than the focalization of the DSynt-Rheme, pseudo-clefting expresses that of
the DSynt-Theme (boldfaced in (30)). This is absolutely correct. But in sharp
contrast with a cleft sentence, a pseudo-cleft sentence does not feature a particular
syntactic construction to express focalization: it is absurd to speak about *pseudo-
cleft constructions—and nobody does.

To see better how the focalization of the Theme in pseudo-clefts is done, let us
return for a moment to the sentences in (3). The focalization of the Rheme in them
is shown by means of cleft constructions; but what about the focalization of the
Theme? It is expressed by the syntactic operations of (linear) Fronting and the
introduction of the corresponding pronoun:

(31) a. Johntueme, Foc, he wrote this novel in Boston.
b. This novelruemg, Foc, John wrote it in Boston.
c. Bostontheme, Foc, John wrote this novel there.
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These operations do not, of course, impact the starting meaning. But with
pseudo-clefts, the picture is completely different—the focalization of the Theme is
expressed, so to speak, in a much “deeper” way.

/A\ In a pseudo-cleft sentence the focalization of the Theme is expressed
&= through a particular organization of the starting meaning, not by a
syntactic construction.

A cleft sentence has the same propositional meaning as the corresponding
communicatively neutral sentence; yet a pseudo-cleft sentence does not have the
same propositional meaning as the corresponding communicatively neutral
sentence. In other words, the sentences (32a) and (32b) are produced from different
semantic structures; this can be seen from the corresponding SemRs:

(32)
a. John wrote this novel in Boston. b. The person/The one who wrote this
novel in Boston is John.
Themesem Rhemesm
Themes., Rhemes.n, Focalized ' :l'ﬁ’
“localized’ L 1-—Q

/O\ 2
metev/l 2\‘ ‘ , ‘localized’ Il
.0 o wrote’ _1- O« 2 O
John’ { i —1 "2 ‘Boston’ /of/ 5 ‘John
o« ¢ ‘novel’ r 2 ‘Boston’

O
¢ >
erson ‘novel’

The semantic difference between (32a) and (32b) is buttressed by the fact that
(32b) implies the uniqueness of John (‘John, and nobody else’), while (32a) does
not carry this implication.

The sentence (32b) has a lot of “semantic” variants: The person (The guy, The
author, The intelligent traveler, ... ) who wrote this novel... Focalization of the
semantic Rheme ‘o1’ is done by imposing on the expression of ‘c1” a special SSynt-
construction: the cleft construction. But focalization of the semantic Theme ‘o2’ is
done by reformatting this ‘c2’ itself into ‘c2” and then expressing ‘c2” by means of
standard syntactic rules. As a result, pseudo-cleft sentences should not be
considered in syntax as a special case: from a syntactic viewpoint, they are the most
usual sentences. In other words, cleft sentences must be described in syntax, and
pseudo-cleft sentences, in semantics. It is not for nothing that pseudo-clefts exist in
all languages, while clefts exist only in a small number of them.

It is true that sentences (4a) and (30a) are approximately equivalent:

(33) [(4a)] 1t is John who wrote this novel in Boston. =
[(30a)] (The one) who wrote this novel in Boston is John.

But in what sense are they equivalent? Not semantically, since they have
different propositional meanings and different Sem-communicative organizations.
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They are equivalent in the same sense that the following pairs of sentences are
equivalent:

(34) a. Two and three make five. ~ Adding three to two you obtain five [2 + 3 =5].
b. Eng. Ten to three (o clock). ~ Rus. Bez desjati tri lit. “without ten three’ [14:50].

The sentences in (33), (34a) and (34b) are conceptually equivalent: they carry
the same information about extralinguistic reality. However, linguistically they are
not equivalent. To sum up:

One can, of course, consider pseudo-clefts in parallel with genuine clefts, but it is
necessary to make absolutely clear their essential difference.

7. Conclusions

The results of this study can be summed up as follows.

» With respect to general linguistics: a new notion—that of cleft construction—
is added to the inventory of formal syntactic notions. This is a contribution to the
construction of general syntax. The notion introduced is illustrated with the data of
several languages. A brief comparison with pseudo-cleft sentences is offered; it is
shown that pseudo-cleft sentences are essentially different from cleft sentences,
being particular on the semantic rather than the syntactic level.

» With respect to English studies: the large bulk of factual knowledge about
the cleft construction in English collected over the years by numerous researchers
is represented as a formal model—by five Meaning-Text type DSyntR < SSyntR
rules. This is a modest contribution to the task of elaborating a formal description
of English syntax in terms of syntactic dependency (see the first attempt in this
direction in Mel’¢uk & Pertsov 1987).

Abbreviations and Notation

DSyntR : deep-syntactic representation R : a given deep-syntactic relation
DSyntS  : deep-syntactic structure SemR : semantic representation
Foc-Cleft : focalizing cleft Sem- : semantic
L : a given lexical unit SSyntR  : surface-syntactic representation
L(P) : lexeme that is the syntactic head of =~ SSyntRel : surface-syntactic relation

the phrase P
PREP : preposition SSyntS  : surface-syntactic structure
‘0’ : communicatively dominant L <---»L,: lexical units L; and L are

semanteme coreferential
r : a given surface-syntactic relation ‘LiLy... sidiomL; Lo ...

. : explanation of a notation
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Appendices

Appendix 1. Some linguistic notions relevant for this paper
communicatively dominant semanteme

The semanteme ‘G’ in a configuration of semantemes ‘G;—c,’ is communicatively
dominant if the whole configuration can be reduced to ‘ci’ such that the meaning
conveyed is impoverished, but not distorted; the communicative dominance of ‘c;’ is
shown by underscoring. Cf.:

‘people«—1-sing’ & People sing. vs. ‘people«—1-sing’ & singing people.
focalization

The Sem-configuration ‘c’ is focalized if the Speaker presents it as being logically
most prominent for him, that is, as being the focus of his statement. The denotation of
‘o’ is singled out as a specific element of a class: ‘exactly o, and not something else’.
For instance:

*in It is John who brought the booze, the Rheme ‘John’ is Focalized (in 7/e booze

was brought by John the Rheme ‘John’ is Non-focalized);

* in John, he brought the booze, the Theme ‘John’ is Focalized (in John brought

the booze the Theme ‘John’ is Non-focalized).

grammatical lexical unit

A lexical unit (a lexeme or an idiom) is grammatical if it expresses either an
inflectional meaning (e.g., ‘after now [future tense]’ & WILL), or a communicative value
(e.g., Focalized [Theme] & "AS FOR’), or else marks a syntactic dependency (e.g.,
governed prepositions such as TO in secretary to the Minister). Grammatical lexical
units do not appear in the DSynt-structure and are introduced into the SSynt-structure
by grammatical DSyntR < SSyntR rules.

pseudo-relative clause

A subordinate clause is pseudo-relative if it has the form of a relative clause, but
is an actant rather than a modifier—that is, if it is a syntactic equivalent of a noun phrase;
e.g., Listen to who he likes! Pseudo-relative clauses are often called free or headless.
See (Mel’¢uk 2021: 235ff).

relative clause

A subordinate clause is relative if it is a modifier of a lexical element in the super-
ordinate clause; e.g., the things you gave your life to [R. Kipling].

semantic representation

A formal object representing an utterance at the semantic level—a set of four
structures: 1) a semantic structure [SemS], which specifies the propositional meaning
of the utterance by means of a semantic network; 2)a semantic-communicative
structure, which specifies the communicative characteristics of the utterance by means
of such communicative values as Rheme ~ Theme, Given ~ New, Non-focalized ~
Focalized, ctc., associated with particular areas of the SemS; 3) a rhetorical structure,
which describes the stylistic/artistic properties of the utterance; and 4) a referential
structure, identifying the referents of semantic components in the SemS. See Mel’¢uk
(2012-2015: vol. 1, 125-128).
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source of a pronoun

A lexical unit in the DSyntS that is replaced in the SSyntS and in the sentence by
the corresponding pronoun; e.g., in the sentence John saw his son, the source of the

pronoun #4is is JOHN, seen in the DSynt-configuration JOHN«—II-SON.

Appendix 2. Logically possible morphological expressive means and morphological signs

Table 2
Morpl?ologlcal Morpr\ologlcal Examples
expressive means signs
l. Segmental
means
segment 1. radical compounding:
It. capo+divisione lit. ‘head [of] division’
2. affix affixing:
book+s, re+read
Il. Suprasemental
means
prosody 3. suprafix suprafixing:
Ngbaka
IMPERF hightone " :migim3 ‘l am.cutting’
POSITIVE PERF  middle tone™ :migim3 ‘I have.cut’
NEGATIVE PERF low tone ' :migim>i g5 ‘I have.cut not’
11l. Operational
means
e Applicable
to signifieds:
metasemyl 4. metasemy2* metasemizing:
Twol ‘number 2’ (two plus two) ~
TW02 ‘in quantity of 2’ (two books)
e Applicable
to signifiers:
replicationl 5. replication2 reduplicating:
Ancient Greek
PRES tla+6 ‘l.suffer’ ~ PERF tetlak+a ‘l.have.suffered’
PRES graph+o ‘l.write’ ~ PERF gegraph+a ‘l.have.written’
alternation
—in a segment 6. segmental vowel substitution:
apophony Yiddish
SG stat ‘city’ ~ PL Stet ‘cities’
SG zun ‘son’ ~ PL zin ‘sons’
—in prosody 7. suprasegmental | stress substitution:
apophony addréss) ~ dddress), export) ~ éxport)
e Applicable
to syntactics:
conversionl 8. conversion2 part of speech substitution:
bomb(N) ~ bomb(v)

* See (Mel’Cuk 2024). A metasemy is a linguistic sigh whose signifier is a substitution operation on
the signified of the target lexeme. Thus, in the sentence John saw two excellent Rembrandts the
noun [a] REMBRANDT ‘[a] painting by Rembrandt’ is derived from the proper noun REMBRANDT by one

of several productive English metasemies.
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Cgenenus 00 aBTope:

Hrops Anexcanaposud MEJIBUYK — 3aciyxennasiii mpodeccop MoHpeanbCKOTo YHU-
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ec TIOHATUHHBIN annapar U TEPMUHOJIOTHIO), CEMaHTUKY (B OCOOCHHOCTH JIEKCHKOJIOTHIO
Y JIEKCUKOTpa(uio), CHHTAKCUC (B OCOOCHHOCTU CTPYKTYPBI 3aBUCHMOCTE) U MOP(OII0-
ruro. Padorer M.A. Menbuyka OCHOBBIBAIOTCSI, B IIEPBYIO OYEPE/lb, HA TAHHBIX PYCCKOTO
1 (QpaHIy3CKOTO S3BIKOB, HO 3aTPardBalOT TAKXKE AHTIIMACKUN W PO APYTHX SI3BIKOB
(McTiaHCKUH, BEHTEPCKUH, JIG3STUHCKUH, allOTOPCKUM, AbupOai, Oadus, pyHIU, KOpeH-
CKHIA).
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