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EMPHASIS AND INFORMATION FOCUS IN ENGLISH CLEFT CONSTRUCTIONS

Sashka Jovanovskal, Marija Talevska?, Marija Tashkoska®,

! PhD, Associate professor at the Department of English language and literature, Faculty of
Philology, Goce Delcev University, Stip, North Macedonia, e-mail:
saska.jovanovska@ugd.edu.mk
2 MA in Educational Sciences

3 MA in German Language and Literature

Abstract

Cleft constructions in English are syntactic structures in which a specific element of a sentence
is extracted from its canonical position and placed within a separate clause in order to achieve
greater emphasis. Commonly referred to as cleft sentences or cleft clauses, these constructions
form complex sentences whose meanings could otherwise be conveyed by simpler structures.
Their primary function is to bring a particular constituent into focus. In spoken discourse, this
focusing effect is frequently reinforced by distinctive intonation patterns. Cleft sentences are
widely used in English discourse to organize information by linking what is already known to
the listener with newly introduced or highlighted content. Through the use of cleft
constructions, speakers are able to direct attention to the most communicatively significant part

of the message.

Keywords: sentence, separate clause, message, English, constructions
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INTRODUCTION

Cleft sentences are a distinctive grammatical construction in English used to highlight specific
elements of a message by separating them into a distinct clause. Jovanovska, Talevska, and
Tashkoska (2024) argue that the phenomenon of reorganizing sentence structure, cleft
constructions allow speakers and writers to foreground particular constituents, thereby shaping
information focus and emphasis. These constructions play an important role in discourse,
especially in spoken English, where they are often accompanied by marked intonation and
serve to link given information with new or salient content. As such, cleft sentences function
as effective tools for managing information structure and guiding the listener’s or reader’s
attention within communication.

Cleft constructions allow us to emphasize different parts of the sentence, depending on which
part is the most important. Cleft sentences are usually introduced by it or by a clause beginning

with what.

There are several ways to add emphasis (focus) to parts of your sentences in English by
changing the word order. Cleft sentences are one way to add emphasis to what we want to say.
The word “cleft" means divided or split. A cleft sentence is a sentence in which some part is
moved from its normal position into a different place to give it more emphasis. English is very
rich in cleft constructions. In English, it-clefts consist of the pronoun it, followed by a form of
the verb to be, a cleft constituent, and a complementizer, which introduces a relative clause
that is attributed to the cleft phrase. In English, pseudo-clefts consist of an interrogative clause
in subject position, and a focused element appears at the end of the sentence — this is followed
by a form of the verb be. For many speakers, pseudo-cleft construction is only possible with
what (as opposed to who, where...). In English, an inverted pseudo-cleft consists of the
identical structure to pseudoclefting, however, the two strings around the verb be are inverted.
In English, all-cleft sentences are related to pseudo-clefts in which they are constructed withthe
subject of the sentence embedded in the phrase and expressed with the verb "to be™.In English,
inferential clefts involve a subordinate clause that is embedded as a complement of the verb
"to be", and the sentence begins with the subject "it". Looking atexistential sentences, in all
languages, they are understood to belong to a grammaticallydistinct construction, which is
utilized to express existential positions. Traditional accountsof cleft structures classify these
according to the elements involved following English- centric analyses (such as wh-words, the
pronoun it, the quantifier all, and so on).
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Cleft sentences are more common in written English because we cannot use intonation in

written English. (Intonation is the rise and fall in the pitch of your voice whenspeaking.)

1. TYPES OF CLEFT CONSTRUCTIONS

Cleft constructions in English can be classified into several major types, each serving distinct
structural and discourse functions. The most common type is the it-cleft, typically formed with
the introductory it followed by a form of the verb be and the focused element (e.g., It was John

who called). This structure highlights a specific constituent and places it in focal position.

Another frequent type is the wh-cleft (also known as a pseudo-cleft), which begins with a wh-
clause (e.g., What I need is a break). In this construction, the wh-clause usually contains given

information, while the complement introduces new or emphasized information.

A related structure is the reverse wh-cleft, in which the focused element precedes the wh-
clause (e.g., A break is what | need). This variation further intensifies focus on the initial

constituent.

Finally, all-clefts and other less common variants (e.g., All | want is peace) also function to

foreground specific elements and organize information within discourse.

Although these constructions differ syntactically, they share a common communicative
purpose: the management of information structure through emphasis and focus.

The phenomenon of clefts is beyond doubt a golden oldie. It has captivated linguists of
different disciplines for decades (Jovanovska et al., 2024). The fascination arises from the
unique syntaxof clefts in interaction with their pragmatic and semantic interpretation. Clefts
structure sentences according to the information state of the constituents contained in them.
Theyare special as they exhibit a rather uncommon syntactic form to achieve the separation of

the prominent part, either focal or topical, from the background of the clause. Despite the long-

lasting interest in clefts, linguists have not yet come to an agreement on many basic questions.1

The basic construction is ‘It is X who/that/which/...’, where X can be a subject, object, or
adverbial in the non-emphasized sentence (Jovanovska et al., 2024). But how should we

analyze these cleft sentences? The who/that/which clauses after the emphasized nouns are
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different from relative clauses because they are never non-restrictive and the pronoun that is
usedin places where we do not normally expect it. However, to keep things simple we will

consider them post-modifiers and analyze them as follows:

S:NP P:VP SA:NP
It is Benjamins who published this book in Amsterdam.

SA:NP

It is this book that Benjamins published.
APP

It is in 2000 that Benjamins published this book.
APP

It is in Amsterdam that this book was published.
A : AdvP

It is yesterday that the book was published.

Figure 1. Example of sentence analyses (Verspoor and Sauter, 2000, p.178)

! Irgin, Pelin (October 2013). "A difficulty Analysis of Cleft Sentences". International Online Journal of Education &
Teaching. 1 (1).
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1.1. IT-CLEFT

In English grammar, an "it"-cleft is a construction in which a single clause has beensplit into

two sections, each with its own verb. Also called a cleft sentence.

An it-cleft begins with nonreferential it (the "cleft pronoun™), which is typically followed by

a copula (i.e., a form of the verb be), a noun phrase, and a relative clause.

Examples and Observations

(1 Her parents never visited her in Montreal. It was her mother that always came up

with excuses.
[0 Itis Kareem that makes the wonderful pasta.
[0 Itwas in July that I last went abroad.

(] Itis ridiculous that we have to learn this.

1.2. WH-CLEFT/PSEUDO-CLEFT

Pseudo-cleft sentences (also called wh-clefts) are similar in function to cleftsentences
(Jovanovska et al., 2024), but they are formed with the pronoun what (= the thing(s)
that/which). The emphasis in a pseudo-cleft sentence is on the phrase after the what-clause +
be:

(1 What you need is a good sleep.
(1 What I didn't like was the end of the movie.
(1 What changed his mind was a book he'd read.

If we want to refer to a person, we say The person/people who/that:
(1 The people who/that | met were members of the delegation.

If we want to emphasise an action, the verb after be usually takes the form that corresponds to

the form used in the what-clause:
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What you should do is write a letter to the manager.
What I need to do is get some rest.

What they were doing was arguing about which train to take.

O O o O

What | can do is call for a taxi.

In the following examples, the verb after be takes the form that the verb in the what-clause is

normally followed by:

(1 What I want is to sleep.

[1  What he can't stand is getting up early.
In the past simple and present perfect, we can use the following patterns:

(1 What I did in the end was (to) go home.

(1 What I have done is (to) write a letter to the editor.
1.3. Reversed wh-cleft/Inverted pseudo-cleft

In English, an inverted pseudo-cleft consists of the identical structure to pseudoclefting,
however, the two strings around the verb be are inverted. The focus element has been brought

to the front of the sentence, and the clause is sentence final.
English reversed wh-cleft/inverted pseudo-cleft:

[0 A Fiat is what he wanted to buy.

[0 Alice was who John was talking to.2

1.4. ALL-CLEFT

In English, all-cleft sentences are related to pseudo-clefts in which they are constructed with

the subject of the sentence embedded in the phrase and expressed with

2 Bevacqua, Luca; Scheffler, Tatjana (2020-01-01). "Form variation of pronominal it-clefts in written English”.Linguistics
Vanguard. 6 (1).

the verb "to be". Where pseudo-clefts begin with a wh-phrase (what, where, who), all-

clefts begin with the use of the word "all".

1. He wanted to buy a vintage car.
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All he wanted to do was buy a vintage car.
2. Mona complains about everything.

All Mona does is complain.

1.5. INFERENTIAL CLEFT

An inferential cleft can help clarify something when it might be wrongly assumed.The
structure is usually two consecutive it-that sentences.

The first is negative, but then the second clause makes the clarification.
e Jt’s not that 7’m mean with money. I¢’s that | choose to spend it wisely.

We can also add just to the clarifying clause.

e [t’s not as if he doesn 't want to get married. /¢ ’s just that he would like to
save a bit more money first.

1.6. THERE-CLEFT
When we use this form, it takes the empty subject word, there to start the firstclause.
It most commonly emphasizes the object of a simple sentence.

1. Mary wants to buy a new car.
There ‘s a new car that Mary wants to buy.

2. | want to watch the new James Bond movie.

There ‘s a new James Bond movie that | want to watch.

1.7 IF-BECAUSE CLEFT
In this form, we can create a reason for an action.
1. He wants to leave home to be independent.

If he wants to leave home, it’s because he wants to be independent.
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2. Jane uses social media to become famous.

If Jane uses social media, it’s because she wants to become famous.

2. INFORMATION STRUCTURE

Clefts have been described as "equative” (Halliday 1976), "stative™ (Delin and Oberlander
1995) and as "variable-value pairs", where the cleft constituent gives a variable expressed by
the cleft clause (Herriman 2004, Declerck 1994, Halliday 1994). Amajor area of interest with
regard to cleft constructions involves their information structure. The concept of "information
structure” relates to the type of informationencoded in a particular utterance, that can be one
of these three:

NEW information: things that the speaker/writer expects their hearer/reader mightnot already

know

GIVEN information: information that the speaker/writer expects the hearer/readermay be

familiar with

INFERRABLE information: information that the speaker/writer may expect the hearer/reader

to be able to infer either from world knowledge, or from previous discourse

The reason why information structure plays such an important role in the area of clefts is
largely due to the fact that the organisation of information structure is tightly linkedto the clefts'
function as focusing tools used by speakers/writers to draw attention to salient parts of their

message.

While it may be reasonable to assume that the variable of a cleft (that is, the material encoded
by cleft clauses) may be typically GIVEN and its value (expressed by the cleft constituent) is
NEW, it is not always so. Sometimes, neither element contains new information, as is in some
demonstrative clefts, e.g., That is what I think and sometimes it is the cleft clause that contains
the NEW part of the message, as in And that's when | got sick (Calude 2009). Finally, in some
constructions, it is the equation between cleft clause and cleft constituent that brings about the

newsworthy information, rather than any of the elements of the cleft themselves (Lambrecht

2001).3
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3. KEY FEATURES OF CLEFT CONSTRUCTIONS

Key features of cleft constructions:

o Focus on a specific element: Cleft constructions are employed when there is a need
to draw attention to a particular element in a sentence. This elementbecomes the

focal point and is often placed at the beginning of the subordinate clause.

« Emphasis and clarity: These constructions are effective for emphasizing specific
information, providing clarity, and avoiding ambiguity. By isolating the element of
interest, speakers or writers guide the audience's attention to the intended point.

o Versatility: Cleft constructions are versatile and can be applied in various contexts.
They are used in both spoken and written language, offering a way to structure

sentences for different communicative purposes.

3 Reeve, Matthew (2011-01-01). "The syntactic structure of English clefts". Lingua. 121 (2): 142-171.
o Common in English and other Languages: While cleft constructions are a

prominent feature in English, similar structures are found in other languages as well.
Different languages may employ cleft constructions to achieve emphasis andfocus in

communication.
Examples:
1. It was the beautiful sunset that caught my attention.

2. What she needs is a reliable car.

w

It's your dedication that makes you stand out.
4. The reason he left early was to avoid the traffic.

In summary, cleft constructions serve as valuable tools in linguistic expression, allowing
speakers and writers to strategically emphasize and focus on specific elementswithin a

sentence. Their usage enhances communication by providing emphasis, clarity,and a means to
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convey nuanced meanings.

Conclusion

Cleft constructions constitute an important syntactic and discourse phenomenon in English,
enabling speakers and writers to manipulate sentence structure in order to highlight particular
elements of a message. By separating a focused constituent into a distinct clause, cleft
sentences serve as effective devices for emphasis and information structuring. Their frequent
use in spoken English, often accompanied by marked intonation, underscores their role in
linking given information with new or salient content. Despite their structural variation,
different types of cleft constructions share a common communicative function: guiding the
listener’s or reader’s attention and enhancing clarity in discourse. As such, cleft sentences
represent a valuable resource in English grammar for managing focus, emphasis, and the flow
of information.

Cleft constructions, characterized by their distinctive syntax in which a single sentence is
divided into two parts, with a specific focus on a particular element, have proven to be versatile

and effective in linguistic expression.

Cleft constructions represent a valuable tool in linguistic expression, offering a means to
emphasize, clarify, and diversify communication. Their application extends across various
contexts, contributing to the richness and effectiveness of language use. As language continues
to evolve, cleft constructions remain a dynamic and adaptable feature, enriching the expressive
capabilities of communication. Cleft constructions allowspeakers and writers to emphasize a
particular element within a sentence, ensuring thatit stands out and receives heightened
attention. By isolating the focal point in a sentence,cleft constructions contribute to clarity and
precision in communication. They help avoid ambiguity and ensure that the audience easily
grasps the intended emphasis or importance of a specific element. Cleft constructions provide
linguistic variety, breaking away from standard sentence structures. This diversity adds
richness to language use and allows for nuanced expression, especially in situations where a

straightforward sentence structure may not capture the intended meaning effectively.

The use of cleft constructions enables speakers and writers to introduce subtle nuances and
shades of meaning into their expressions. This can be particularly valuablein contexts where

conveying emphasis or focus is crucial for accurate interpretation.
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