
THE FOURTH FOCUS 

OTl'O C lffi . DAHL 

The four-focus s truc ture o f  the Aus t rones ian verb is  found in the 

Phi lippines and in areas no t far from the Philipp ine group , i . e .  Taiwan , 
Minahasa ,  and ( to a c ertain degre e )  Sabah . I f  it were pre sent only 
in more or less neighbouring countries , we might imagine that the 
s t ruc ture had developed sec ondarily in this area and did not b e l ong to 
Proto-Austrones ian ( PAN ) . 

However , we also find it as far off as in Malagasy . By comparative 

s tudy of the phonetic  deve lopment this language requires a p lace in 
the sub group South-Eas tern Barito , which has its other members in South
East ern Kalimantan ( Dahl 1 9 7 7b ) ,  and we b elieve that the ance s t ors o f  
t h e  Malagasys must have emigrated from there at ab out 4 0 0  A . D .  ( Dahl 
19 5 1 : 3 6 7-9 ) . 

With the exc eption o f  Ma ' anyan ,  which doe s  not have the four-focus 
structure , the grammars o f  the South-Eastern Barito language s  were 
hitherto unknown . It may b e  quest ioned whe ther phonetic s imi larities 
j us ti fy as s igning language s to a common subgroup when fundamental gram
matical features di ffer radically . Grammatical correspondence has 
b e en c onsidered as a decisive argument for lingui s t ic affinity . 

However , gender , cas e ,  and number are no doubt basic  features in 
Indo-European noun structure , and conj ugation in that of the verb . 
How much is l e ft of t hat in modern west ern language s ?  I n  English 
gender has disappeared , o f  the cases w e  have only a restric ted use o f  
the s-form left o f  t h e  d i f ferent genitive t erminations , and - s  i s  also 
the only plural termination l e ft . Conj ugati on appears only in the 
third person s ingular of the pres ent tens e . French has s t i ll two 
genders , but no trac e of cas e ,  and in spoken French the noun has gen
erally no p lural form . The art icle , a new part of s peech , marks number 

Dahl, O.C. "The Fourth Focus". In Wurm, S.A. and Carrington, L. editors, Second International Conference on Austronesian Linguistics: Proceedings. 
C-61:383-393. Pacific Linguistics, The Australian National University, 1978.   DOI:10.15144/PL-C61.383 
©1978 Pacific Linguistics and/or the author(s).  Online edition licensed 2015 CC BY-SA 4.0, with permission of PL.  A sealang.net/CRCL initiative.



384 OTIO D�L 

and gender . The Scandinavian languages have genders and plural forms , 

but not conj ugat ion , and of the cases only a restric ted use of the s 
forms i n  the genitive . Howeve r ,  s outhern German , b elonging t o  the 
s ame s ub group as Eng li s h ,  has gender , numb er ,  case and conj ugation in 
modern use .  So also has Icelandic , which s eparated from Norwegian 
only a thous and y ears ago . 

This  shows that grammatical feature s , even those which may b e  con
s idered as the most basic in the proto-language , may disappear in s ome 
languages , and may b e  conserved in others . Common phonetic  e vo lution , 

l ike the well-known consonanti c  changes in anc i ent Teutonic ,  are s urer 
criteria for sub grouping than grammatical feature s .  

The grammatical s t ructure of Malagasy and Ma ' anyan di ffers , but this 
is  insuffi c i ent reason for denying that they b elong to the s ame sub 
group , s ince their phonetic development i s  ident ical u p  t o  a c ertain 
point in their evolut ion . 

If the four-focus s tructure is present in di fferent subgroups , it 
may b e  pos s ib l e  to consider it  as b e longing to PAN . Two things may 
support s uch a hypothe s i s : more or l e s s  foss i l  affixes in many lan
guages without this s t ruc ture , and common details in the funct ion of 
the forms in focus languag e s . 

The occurrence of the infix * - u m - and t he suffixes * - an  and * - a n  
i s  s o  common i n  Austrones ian languages that no documentation should b e  
nece s s ary here . We s hall i n  this s t udy i n  all e s s entials examine 
details in the use  of the fourth focus . 

The funct ions of the first three focuses are fairly c lear . Actor 
focus ( AF )  has the performer o f  the act ion in focus , goal focus ( GF )  
the obj ec t  that undergoes the act ion , and referent focus ( RF )  the 
p e rson in whos e  intere s t  the act ion i s  made , or the place wher e the 
action is performed . 

The fourth focus , generally cal led instrument focus ( IF )  go t i t s  
name b ecaus e it focus e s  s omething u s e d  for performing t h e  action , for 
instance an instrument . In Malagasy it has the formative a - pre fixe d ,  
e . g . : 

A - t � p a k a  n y  t a d y  n y  a n t s y . 
a -aut  the rop e  the k ni fe 
' The  knife i 8  t h e  in8 trumen t  u8e d to aut t h e  rope ' .  

N y  f a ma ky a - k a pa n y  h a zo . 
the axe a -hew the tree 
' Th e  axe with w hiah the tree i8 hewn ' .  
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A - so l o  n y  b o k y  v e ry i t y .  
a -s ub s t i t ute the book l o s t  this 

' Th i s  is used to rep lace t h e  lost b o o k ' .  

3 8 5  

However , this is  not the only u s e  of  the form , i n  Malagasy not even 
the mos t  common one . It is  indeed more frequent ly u s ed to focus the 
obj ect undergoing the act ion , when used with wordbases  expres s ing a 

1 . displac ement , a movement , e . g . .  

A - I e fa a m i n ' n y  pa o s t r a n y  t a r a t a s y . 
a -s en d  w i t h  the mai l t he l e tter 
' The  l e t t e r  i s  b eing s e n t  by mai l ' .  

A - sond ro t r a n y  t an a n a . 
a - l i ft-up the hand 
' The  hand is lifted up ' .  

We also find the s ame use of the form in other language s ,  for 
instance in C otabato Manobo . To the following list of Cotab ato Manobo 
wordbases  ( Kerr 1 9 6 5 : 25 )  taking the IF form when the ob j ect displaced 
i s  in focus , I add Malagasy wordbas e s  with the s ame meaning if they 
have the s ame const ruc tion : 

Cotabato Manobo 

b e g a y  
h a t e d  
t a ya l 
t a g u  
t e n a  
t u d a  k 
t a g k e s  
s a n g g e t  
s e d a y  
t a b e l  
l e b e n g  
s a g d e n g  
toyo l 
to d o  

Malagasy 

t o l o t ra 
t a o  
p e t r a ka 
f a f y  
f a to t ra 
h a n t o n a  
t 6 k a n a  
v e l a  
l e v i  n a  

h (nj i t r a 
t o ro 

' give s th . 2 to s omeone ' 
' ta k e  s th .  to s ome p lace or person ' 
' hand s t h .  to s omeone ' 
'p lace s t h .  in s ome p lace ' 

' p lace s t h .  on some thing ' 

'p lant grai n in the ground ' 
' ti e  s t h .  to ano ther thing ' 
'suspend s th .  from s ome p lace ' 
' p lace s t h . apart from o t hers ' 
' le ave  s th .  a t  some p lace ' 
'bury s t h .  in the ground ' 
's l op e ,  lean s th .  agai n s t  s t h .  ' 
'extend s t h . towards someone ' 
'point,  s how s th .  to s omeone ' 

In Cotabato Manob o the s e  wordbases  have the prefix i - ,  in Malagasy 
the prefix a - . They thus have the s ame form as IF in b o th languages , 
but no t the s ame func tion . To d i s t inguish it from the func tion ex
pre s s e d  in the name instrument focus , we may call it moving object 

focus ( MOF ) . 
James Sneddon3 has informed me in private correspondenc e that the 

same phenomenon is found in all the Minahasan languages .  Thes e  are 
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related t o  the Philipp ine languages ,  but according to his  findings they 
lie ou ts ide the Philippine group . From Tondano he gives the fol lowing 
e xamp le s , which I compare with Malagasy wordbases with s imilar meanings 
and the s ame const ruc tion : 

Tondano 

s e b o k  
r u r a '  
t e a ? 
wee  
wa r e n g  
todo  
t a n em 
r a ? r a y  
wa n g ke r  

Malagasy 

r o r a  

, . ve r i n a 
tos i ka 

v i d y 

'bai t water ' 

'spi t s t h .  out ' 

' t hrow sth . away ' 

'gi ve , put  s th .  ' 
' r e turn s t h .  ' 

'push s th . ' 
'p tant s t h .  ' 
' drop s th .  ' 
' s e t t  s t h .  ' 

A l l  the s e  words indicate a displacement . But Sneddon stre s s es that 
in Minahasan t he displacement is always away from the actor . In 

Malagasy too this is oft en the cas e ,  e . g .  a - tos i ka ' b e  pushe d ' with the 
MOF prefix a - ,  but t a r (h - i n a ,  s i n t on - i n a 'be  drawn, pu t ted ' with the 
GF s uf fix - i n a .  

In Malagasy however , the movement is not always away from the actor , 
e . g .  a - t e l  i n a 'be  swat towed ' is within the ac tor , a - f i n d r a ' b e  mov e d ' 

in any direct ion , to or from the actor . In s ome cases the movement is  
only a s hift of pos ition , e . g . a - hod i na 'be ro ta ted ' ,  a - hoho ka  ' b e  

turned upside down ' ,  a - fo t i t ra ' b e  turn ed in the opposi t e  di rec ti on ' ,  

a - h o r ( r a n a  ' b e  turned on i ts s ide ' ,  a - t s ang a n a  'be erea te d, rai s e d  up ' ,  

a - k a t o n a  'be a t os e d, s hut (as a door ) ' ,  a - h (ra t r a .n y  ma so ' the e y e s  a re 

opened ' .  By a - voaka  'be  broug h t  o u t ' ,  a - (d i t ra 'be brought in ' the 
movement is oft en with the actor , the actor carrying the obj e ct focused . 

With the wordbase l e h a  ' to go ' the focus i s  on t he way that the 
actor goe s . In this c as e  it is not t he focused item that move s , b ut 
the actor , e . g .  : 

1 0  l a l a n a  i o  n o  h - a - I e h a - n a o . 
that way that  n o  future a -go you 

' It i s  that way you s h a H  go , . 4 

A s pe cial cas e is the wordbas e t a o , c it ed above with the meaning 
' t o  p taae, to put ' .  In this meaning the form a - t a o  is  quite regular . 

But the verb als o  means ' t o  do, to make ' ,  e . g . : 

I n o n a  n o  a - t a o - n a o ?  
w h a t  no a -do y o u  
' Wh at a r e  y o u  doing, making ? ' 



Answer : 
H a ro n a  no a - t a o - ko . 
b a s k e t  no a -make I 
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'A bask e t  i s  w ha t  I am making ' .  

Or in another situation : 
M i e r i t re r i t ra a h o . 
consider I 

' I  am refZec ting ' .  

In this c a s e  there is  no movement in the p i c t ure . The reason s eems 
to be that two Austrones ian wordbases have merged in Malagasy t a o : 
1 )  PAN * t a y u q  ' to pu t, p Zace ' with ident ical meaning and regular loss 

of  *y and * q . 2 )  PAN * t 2a q u [ h ]  ' know, b e  capab Z e  of do ing s th .  ' with 
regular los s  of  *q and a pos s ib le * h ,  and only a minor change in 
meaning . After the merger b oth have acquired the regular form of the 
first one , with a - .  

We find the s ame u s e  of the fourth-focus form in many languages .  
From Samar Leite Vis ayan Wolff ( 19 7 3 : 79 )  gives the following example : 

? i - h - i n -a ta g  k u  ? a  kw a r t a  s a - ka n ya . 
was-given-away by-me T mon ey to him 

' I  gave the money to him ' .  

B loomfield ( 19 1 7 : 2 4 8-9 ) shows many c ases  of  the obj ec t  in focus in 
Tagalog , among others : 

1 n - i - y a l l s  n i l a  a Q  h a r a Q  n a Q  d a a n . 
removed t h ey T ob s truc tion of road 
' They remo v e d  t h e  obs truc tion on the road ' .  

1 - b - i n - i l a Q g o  n a Q  h u ko m  s i  H wa n .  
put-in to-prison by judge T John 
' The  judge has p u t  John i n t o  pri s on ' .  

1 - 5  i i i  d mo 5 a b o t e a Q a I a k • 
p u t  you into b o t t L e  T wine 
' Pu t  t h e  wine in to the b o t t L e ' .  

1 - 5 - i n - a m p a y  nya  s a  k a n y a  Q b a  I (ka  t a Q  kUmo t .  
s Zung he on his Q s hou Zder T b Zanket 

'He s Lung t h e  b Zanke t  acro s s  his s hou Zder ' .  

From P . B .  Nay lor ( 19 7 5 : 30- 1 )  I quo t e  the fol lowing : 

1 - t - i n - a po n  n i  J u a n  a n g  i s d a .  
was- thrown by Joh n  T fi s h  
'Jo hn threw the fis h  away ' .  

1 - I - i n -a g a y  n i  J u a n  a n g  i s d a  s a  p l a to .  
was-pZaced by John T fis h  to p Za t e  
' John put  t h e  fi s h  on the p Za t e ' .  
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I n - uw i  ko a n g  a k i n g t r a b a h o . 
was- taken-home by - me T my wo rk 

' I  took my work home ' .  

The last example shows that the obj ect is not alway s taken away from 

the actor , and that it may accompany him as in Malagasy . 

Reid ( 19 6 6 : 31 )  gives the following example of the same phenomenon 
in Ivatan : 

Q i - a s ng e n  no t a o  q o  l i b r o  do v a h a y . 
draw-near by man T book to hous e 

' Th e  man i s  taking a book near to t h e  house ' .  

Sangir does not s eem to have the instrument in focus , but has a 
verb al form with the prefix i - .  Acc ording t o  Adriani ( 1 89 3 : 86 )  this 
form is  pass ive . Thus it  has the obj ect in focus . The old GF suffix 
* - a n  has merged in meaning w ith the RF suffix * - a n . Both are used with 
RF focus ( Adriani 1 89 3 : 15 5 )  in ac cordance with a rule of  d i s s imilation 
( Adriani 1 89 3 : 40 ) .  

This  evolution s e ems to have taken place as follows : when * - a n  lost 
it s original funct ion o f  GF , this funct ion was taken over b y  the pre fix 
i - .  I t  is however almost c ertain that this is due to the i - form already 
having the ob j ec t  in focus when the verb indicates a movement , as we 
have s een in o ther languages . The ab ove-ment ioned evolution in Sangir 
thus lends further s upport to the hypothe s i s  that this use of i - is an 
old Aus trones i an func t ion . 

We have s een that in nearly all  the languages quot ed the formative 
is the prefix i - .  In Formosan languages we find s i - in Paiwan ( Ferrell 
1 9 7 2 : 12 1 ) , 5- in Atayal ( Egerod 19 6 5 : 2 69 , 1 9 6 6 : 34 7 , Ferrell 1 9 7 2 : 12 4 ) ,  
and i s - in Bunun ( Ferrell 1 9 7 2 : 12 3 ) . This allows us to construct PAN 
* 5 i - .  A tayal has lost the vowe l , and in Bunun we have metathesis . 
Outs ide Formos a  the ordinary reflex of PAN * 5  is 0 or h .  

In Malagasy the prefix is a - ,  and in this language a is  never a 
regular reflex of PAN * i .  In 1 9 5 1  I sugges t ed that the change had come 
b ec ause an active prefix had also b ecome I « PAN f a y ) . The language 
had two synonymic locat ive prefixes to the noun : i - and a - . I assumed 
that the IF prefix i - had b een ident ified with the homonymous locative 
pre f ix , and the verbal 1 - had changed into its ' synonym ' a- to avoid 
confus ion with the act ive i - ( Dahl 19 51 : 20 0 ) . The weak point of this 
hypothes is was t hat although the act iv e  prefix i - exists in Ma ' anyan , 
there i s  no trace of it in Malagasy . I f  it existed in Proto-Malagasy , 
the IF prefix mus t  at any rate have b een much more frequent , and should 
therefore have had much more chanc e of s urviving than the act ive i - ,  
which is  also rare in Ma ' anyan . 
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Since that t ime the st udy o f  Formosan languages has advanc ed . Amis 
has the IF prefix s a - ( Ferrell 1 9 72 : 1 2 2 ) . Saaroa has the prefix s a a 

[ s a : ]  i n  a focus called spe c ial focus ( SF ) , the funct ion o f  which is 
not yet c lear ( Ts uchida 1 9 7 6 : 7 1 ) . In one of the example s given by 

Tsuchida it is c learly ins t rumental : 

S a a - i a v a - a  a m i mu u - c a p i  n a  a + a i n a I s a .  
SF go -by -means of i s -said AF drop to woman her 
' (She ) aame down on (it)  to her m o ther,  i t  i s  said , . 5 

In another example ( Tsuchida 1 9 7 6 : 7 7 )  the word focused is the 
obj e c t : 

S a a - + ama ra a m i ka ? a ra ma . 
SF burn i s - said by a n t - e a ter 
' The  ant-eater b urned i t, i t  is  said ' .  

A s  the a of these prefixes cannot b e  deduced from PAN * i ,  we must 
cons ider * S a - as the ir prot o-form . The use s e ems to b e  the same as 
that of PAN * S i - .  Does that mean that PAN had two paralle l forms of 
the fourth focus prefix , or is another explication pos s ib l e ?  

W e  know that in the evolution of t h e  Indo-European languages cas e s  
have merged so that t h e  numher of c a s e s  has been reduc e d ,  s ome c a s e  
format ives t aking over func t ions from others which have disappeared . 
I f  s imilar mergers have occurred in Austronesian ,  it i s  pos s ib le that 
PAN had two different focus prefixe s , * S i and * S a - , the one with the 

func tion I F ,  the other w ith the funct ion MOF ,  and that the s e  have 
merged in all known languages .  In our present state of knowledge this 
canno t ,  however , be cons ider ed as more than a t ent at ive hypo the sis . 6 

Malagas y a - i s  a quit e regular reflex o f  PAN * S a - . In the past 
tense the prefix is  n - a - . Many language s have an n - prefixed to IF 
i - ,  or - i n - infixed after the first cons onant ( in s ome languages also 
i n - prefixed b efore a vowel )  in the past tense or the perfect ive 
aspe c t , for instance in Sangir ( Adriani 1 89 3 : 8 6 -7 ) . Ma ' anyan has the 
prefix n a - as formative of its pas s ive . This  language does not pos s e s s  
the four-focus s t ructure , but only act ive and pas s ive forms of the verb , 
nor has it any tense forms . We may therefore s ugge s t  that the language 
has lost the suffixes of GF and RF and the dist inc t ion of t ense or 
aspect , and retained the past tense prefix of the fourth focus as 
formative of i t s  pas s ive . If so , Ma ' anyan n a - is ident ical with the 
Malagasy prefix a - in its past t ense form n a - .  But as in Sangir this 
evolution c o uld s carcely have taken place if the n a - form had not very 
often had the obj ec t  of  the act ion in focus , as is  t he cas e in MOF . 
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Simi lar it i es also occ ur b etween Malagasy and Formo s an languages in 

another verbal form in the focus sys tem . The imperat ive of the non

actor focuses in Malagasy is formed with the suffixes - I  and -0 in 

accordance with a rule of  diss imilation . I have shown ( Dahl 19 5 1 : 227-

8)  parallels to the - I  in other languages in verbal forms with re lation 

to a p la c e . In one Malagasy dialect it is used only inst ead of the 
suffix - a n , thus as imperative of what is  or has b een RF . 

In Formosan languages we find the suffix - a w  in Paiwan and Ami s , 
- a u  in Atayal and Kanakanab u ,  - u  in Saaroa , all  of which wou ld b e c ome 

-0  in Malagasy .  In Paiwan , Ami s and Atayal it forms an aspect of an 
uncertain or probab l e  future ( Ferrell 19 7 2 : 122-4 ) .  In Kanakanabu and 
Saaroa it is called imperat ive ( Tsuchida 19 76 : 4 4 and 7 0 ) , and the 
realisat ion of an imperative lies in the future . In all the s e  lan
guages ( except in Kanakanabu ,  which has merged GF and RF ) the form 
b e l ongs only to GF . We may thus assume that Malagasy -0 original ly 
be longed to GF , and that it is identical with - a w/ a u / u  in Formosan , 

and thus construct PAN * - a u  as format ive o f  an unaccomplished aspect 
and/or imperative mode of GF . 

In Paiwan , Amis and Atayal we find - a y  as suffix o f  the s ame form 
in RF , in Saaroa it is - I . In b oth focuses Saaroa has thus changed the 
diphthong into a s ingle vowel .  But the - I  in Malagasy and o ther 
wes t ern language s doe s  not s eem to be ident ical with Formosan - a l .  

We have found that b es ides the instrument the fourth focus in t he 

languages of t he Philippine s , Minahasa and Madagas car may have a moving 
obj e c t  as topic . In Ma ' anyan and Sangir we have s een forms with the 
obj ec t  in focus , formed with prefixes that may earlier have been 
formatives of  the fourth focus . It s eems nat ural to think of the 
moving obj ec t  as respons ibl e  for the change . 

Sinc e  Dempwolff , much work has b een done in diachronical phonemic s  
and phonetic s , b ut comparative Austrone sian grammar has been l argely 
negle cted7 s ince Brandst e tt er ' s  t entatives . What has b een t reated here 
is  only one of the many prob lems of PAN grammar . In recent years many 
new synchronical s tudies  of grammar have b een made . This  opens the 
ways for new d iachronical s tudie s of comparative grammar to be under
taken . 

However , in a family w ith s o  many members as the Austrones ian it 
s eems impossible for one person t o  know the grammat ical s tructure in 
the mul t i t ude of languages that ought t o  b e  compared . In order to 
advance in diachronical grammar co llaboration among s cholars working 
in di fferent sub groups would be highly des irable . 
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N O T  E S 

1 .  Wolff ( 19 7 3 : 79 )  ment ions focuses of three meanings : instrument , 
benefi ciary and rec ipient , but without indi cating the character of the 
beneficiary . 

2 .  s t h .  = s omething , stands here for a thing or a person being dis

p lac e d ,  and focused by the verb . 

3 .  See s t udies by Sneddon in the bibliography . 

4 .  When you are moving along a pat h ,  a road , it seems t o  move t owards 
y o u .  Perhaps that is the idea behind this construct ion . 

5 .  Ts uchida 1 97 6 : 75 .  ( It )  rep laces a bamboo ment ioned in a pre c e ding 
c laus e , and focus ed by s a a - \ a v a - a  without being repeat ed or replaced 
by a pronoun in the present c laus e . 

6 .  In the discussi on following the paper at SICAL , R . D .  Zorc ment ioned 
another pos s ib le funct ion of * S a - than a fift h  focus . It may be a 
potent ial/accident al aspect of t he * S i - form . He set up the following 
PAN s cheme from Philippine and Formosan languages : 

AF 

Realis - urn-
Stat ement rn-

Imp erat ive 
Irrealis III 
Negative 

Potential k a -A c c i dental 

7 .  An excep t ion i s  Wolff ' s  s t udy . 

391  

GF RF 

- a n  - a n  

- a u  - a i 

- a  - i 

( n )  a - k a -

IF 

S i -

, - a n  

- a n  S a -
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