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1 Introduction

This paper1 discusses structural aspects of focus phrases that begin with the word lee /leˀ/ or its
cognate2 (see appendix A). Not all varieties have this word. We distinguish the focus word lee
from a similar word which is generally related to syntactic properties of enclitic pronouns; the
pronoun-related word is discussed in a separate paper (in preparation). The entire construction is
referred to as the lee focus phrase. The use of this phrase in discourse is discussed in another paper
(in preparation). (See also Ward 1987 and Piper 1995).

1We thank Sue Regnier and Sylvia Riggs for their helpful comments. The following are found in other files:
Transcription Conventions and a table of all Data Sources for Zapotec. The abbreviations used in this paper are: 1PL
= first person plural, 1PLEX = first person plural exclusive, 1SG = first person singular, 2PL = second person plural, 2SG
= second person singular, 3AN = third person animal, 3F = third person feminine, 3FO = third person formal, 3IN = third
person inanimate, 3M = third person masculine, AFF = affirmative, BASE = base for dependent pronouns, C = completive,
CAUS = causative, DIST = distal, EMPH = emphatic, FOC = focus, H = habitual, INTS = intensifier, IRR = irrealis, NEG =
negation, negative, P = potential, PL = plural, POSS = possessive, PROG = progressive, PROX = proximal/proximate, S
= stative, SG = singular, THV = theme vowel.

2Piper (1995:67, note 3) suggests that laa is “nearest to the supposed reconstructed form” although his paper was
conflating two words that we are distinguishing here. We use the form lee to refer to the focus word generally, and
the form laa for the other morpheme (see the paper on the laa phrase (in preparation)). Quiegolani [zpi], among others,
has both morphemes, and they are phonologically distinct. Quioquitani-Quierí [ztq], among others, has both morphemes,
but they are phonologically identical.
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The word lee is not one that can be glossed easily since its meaning is not like that of common
verbs, adjectives and nouns. For this reason, if a speaker is asked “What does lee mean?”, one is
likely to get a variety of answers that may or may not lead to actual understanding of the meaning
of the word. We gloss the word as FOC 'focus'. The sections below show details of its structure but
do not discuss its actual usage.

2 Complements of lee

The word lee may be thought of as one that always occurs with something else, and that
“something else”, referred to in this paper as the complement of lee, follows this word. Since not
all varieties of Zapotec show the same distributional facts, these are documented separately here
and in appendix A.3

No example is (yet) documented of lee before a prepositional phrase.
Not treated here are the cases which Piper (1995:72) treats as lexicalized compounds, including

lëeza ‘when’ and lëëtsa ‘so that’ in Xanica [zpr]; and leezha ‘when’ and leezee ‘then’ in Amatlán
[zpo].

2.1 Noun phrase

Lee occurs in construction with a noun phrase in many varieties, as in (1)-(4).

doktorlëë
doktoɾlæˀ
doctorFOC

‘el médico’
‘the doctor’ [Piper (1995:71)]

(1)
[zpr]

kwaankwentreseleena,mdeedkwaannakZee
kʷaˀnkʷentɾeseleˀnam-deˀdkʷaˀnn-akzeˀ
thingstoryallFOC1SGC-happenthingS-beso

(2)
[zpo]

nyent.asirbtubniperzee,nanguseed
njentasiɾbtubnipeɾzeˀnanɡ-useˀd
not3INserveonenotbutthere1SGC-learn

‘Entonces eso es lo que hice, y todo lo que aprendí allí, pero no me era útil.'
‘So that is what I did (and) all that I learned there, but it wasn’t useful to me at
all.’ [Riggs, unpublished text]

3Piper (1995:76) indicates that there may be an implicational hierarchy involved. Specifically, he suggests that the
use with a VP (that is, verb in the present paper) may imply its use with an NP, which may imply its use with an enclitic
pronoun, which may imply its use with a sentence connector (that is, NP adjunct in the present paper). This does not
appear to be true as proposed.
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nëdi.baudinbekoLë
næʔdiʔ=baʔu-diʔnbekoʔlæ
1SG3ANC-bitedogFOC

‘Ese perro me mordió.’
‘That dog bit me.’ [H. Lyman (2007:178)]

(3)
[zpc]

xuba.ëjrutinanigulachopaLë
ʒubaʔ=æʔxɾ-utiʔnaʔniɡulaʧopalæ
corn3FOPLH-sellDISTwomantwoFOC

‘Esas dos mujeres venden maíz.’
‘Those two women sell corn.’ [H. Lyman (2007:178)]

(4)
[zpc]

The complement may be an explicitly marked indefinite noun phrase, as in (5)-(7).

chibpartidtublee
ʧibpaɾtidtubleˀ
goatherdoneFOC

‘un rebaño de chivos’
‘a herd of goats’ [Riggs, unpublished text]

(5)
[zpo]

kolmustilëë
kolmustilæˀ
oldworkera/oneFOC

‘un obrero viejo’
‘an old worker’ [Piper (1995:72)]

(6)
[zpr]

bidchiini.visinibelëënaa,shtiubelëëYurni
bi-ʤiˀnivisinibelæˀnáˀʃ-tiubelæˀjuɾni
C-comeneighborPLFOC1PLPOSS-unclePLFOCthen

‘Entonces nuestros tíos, vecinos vinieron.’
‘Then our uncles, neighbors came.’ [Olson (1970:238)]

(7)
[zac]

The complement can be a conjoined NP, with lee preceding the conjoined phrase, as shown in
(8)-(9).

mbetnondesleexaa,mzhinLeezha
mbetnondesleˀʃaˀm-ʒinleˀʒa
skunkandopossumFOC3MC-arrivewhen

(8)
[zpo]

nged.lileennzho
nɡedlileˀnn-ʒo
chickenhouseinS-be

‘Cuando el hombre llegó, el tlacuache y el zorrillo estaban en la casa de la gallina.’
‘When the man arrived, the opossum and the skunk were
in the hen’s house.’ [Riggs, unpublished text]

4 The lee focus phrase: structural aspects



xaasarenuxaaleeDixkix
ʃaˀsaɾenuʃaˀleˀdiʃkiʃ
3MINTSPLand3MFOCthanks

(9)
[zpo]

ne.kwaanlozhiinnkee
nekʷaˀnloʒiˀnn-keˀ
PROXthingfaceworkS-hit

‘Agradézcale a él y a toda la gente que está trabajando en esto.’
‘Thank him and all the people who are working in this.’ [Riggs, unpublished text]

2.2 Name

Lee occurs in construction with a name, as in (10)-(11).

Donlee
donleˀ
AbdónFOC

‘Abdón’
‘Abdón’ [Riggs, unpublished text]

(10)
[zpo]

ron.risloSolinlëëOrka
ɾ-oʔnɾ-islosolinlæˀoɾka
H-cryH-beginSolínFOCthen

‘Entonces Solín empezaba a llorar.’
‘Then Solín would begin to cry.’ [Piper (1995:72)]

(11)
[zpr]

2.3 Syntactically independent pronoun

Lee occurs in construction with a pronoun, as in (12) and (13). The relevant pronouns here are
those which are not enclitic in order to clearly distinguish this construction from that which uses
the “Base” morpheme laa that is used with enclitic pronouns in some varieties (see section 1) and
which is homophonous in some of these with the focus morpheme lee.

nalee
naleˀ
1SGFOC

‘yo …’ o ‘a mí …’
‘I …’ or ‘me …’ [Riggs, unpublished text]

(12)
[zpo]

ndëë.naaLëë
ndæˀnáˀlæˀ
here1PLFOC

‘Estamos aquí.’
‘We are here.’ [Olson (1970:238)]

(13)
[zac]

A complement pronoun in the lee focus phrase commonly has a human referent, but it also
commonly has a non-human, even inanimate, referent.
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na,loyxaamluZee
nalojʃaˀm-luzeˀ
1SGface3IN3MC-showso

(14)
[zpo]

xaa.lomeslonzhibyalee
ʃaˀlomeslon-ʒibjaleˀ
3MfacetablefaceS-be3INFOC

‘Entonces me lo mostró, y estaba en la mesa delante de él.’
‘So he showed it to me and it was on the table in front of him.’ [Riggs, unpublished text]

2.4 Base plus pronoun phrase

Lee occurs in construction with a “Base + pronoun” phrase (Marlett, in preparation) in some
varieties (as illustrated in (15)-(17)), but not in others (e.g. Santo Domingo Albarradas [zas],
according to Kreikebaum 1987:59).

do ][ lëëlëë
=dolæˀlæˀ
2PLBASEFOC

‘ustedes’
‘you (pl.)’ (focus) [Ward (f.n.)]

(15)
[zpn]

deyradelaale
=dejɾa=delaˀle
2PLall2PLBASEFOC

‘todos ustedes’
‘all of you’ [S. Regnier (f.n.)]

(16)
[zpi]

nëdi.baudinbalëLë
nædiʔ=baʔu-diʔn=baʔlælæ
SG3ANC-bite3ANBASEFOC

‘Ése me mordió.’
‘That one bit me.’ [H. Lyman (2007:178)]

(17)
[zpc]

2.5 Adverb

Lee occurs in construction with an adverb in some varieties.

a.zennieleeyizhjo,luxgorLepa
azennieleˀjiʒjoluʃɡoɾlepa
3INP.grabstronglyFOCworldP.destroywhenlest

‘Para que no se destruya el mundo, deberás agarrarlo fuerte.’
‘Lest the world be destroyed, you had better
grab hold of it firmly.’ [Riggs, unpublished text]

(18)
[zpo]
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2.6 Adverbial Clause

Lee occurs in construction with an adverbial clause in some varieties, as shown in (19) and (20).

xaawenmwiingulogornaLee
ʃaˀwenm-wiˀnɡ-uloɡoɾnaleˀ
3MwellC-seeC-finishwhenFOC

(19)
[zpo]

xaa,nyulamengwnaalo
ʃaˀn-julamenɡʷnaˀlo
3MS-like3Fwomanface

xaa.xuzloyaxaanzhenuxaanyazee
ʃaˀʃuzlojaʃaˀn-ʒenuʃaˀn-jazeˀ
3Mfatherface3IN3MS-sayand3MS-goso

‘Cuando vio a la mujer que le gustaba, fue a su padre y se lo contó.
´When he saw the woman he liked, he went to his father
and told him.’ [Riggs, unpublished text]

merto…litsngweyzinya_merngwelëëorLëë
meɾtoʔliʦnɡʷej-zinja_meɾnɡʷelæˀoɾlæˀ
anthouse3ANP-arriveanytime3ANFOCwhenFOC

‘Y cuando estaba por llegar a la casa de las hormigas, …’
‘And when he was about to arrive at the ants’ house, …’ [Piper (1995:72)]

(20)
[zpr]

2.7 Verb

In some varieties the focus word may precede the verb of a main clause. Details about the effect
of this on the sentence have not been presented.

rusni.mabëëubachaLaa
ɾ-u-s-nimabæˀub-a-ʧaʔlaˀ
H-THV-CAUS-be.brightalreadymoonC-THV-CAUS.heatFOC

‘La luna ya está brillando.’
‘The moon is already shining.’ [Kreikebaum (1987:47)]

(21)
[zas]

ni,…ladzhihchxtlkigahritiahsLaa
niladʒiʰʧʃt=lkiɡaʰɾi-tiaʰslaˀ
DISTsidebackto2SGAFFEMPHH-jumpFOC

‘Puedes saltar allí, …’
‘You can indeed jump over there, …’ [Kreikebaum (1987:47)]

(22)
[zas]
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3 Position of the lee focus phrase in the clause

The lee focus phrase very commonly occurs in preverbal position (23).4

zee.nzhikwaachibpartidtubleexaa,Mzhin
zeˀn-ʒikʷaˀʧibpaɾtidtubleˀʃaˀm-ʒin
DISTS-begoatherdoneFOC3MC-arrive

‘Llegó y allí estaba el rebaño de chivos.’
‘He arrived, and there was the herd of goats.’ [Riggs, unpublished text]

(23)
[zpo]

Preverbal position does not necessarily mean that the lee focus phrase occurs at the very beginning
of the clause. The lee focus phrase follows time adverbials, clause transition adverbs, and
subordinators, as examples (24)-(27) show.

lu.gawnaleeNaltaka
luɡ-awnaleˀnaltaka
2SGP-eat1SGFOCright.now

‘Ahora mismo te comeré.’
‘Right now I will eat you.’ [Riggs, unpublished text]

(24)
[zpo]

ngwnaa.kanaleeNal
nɡʷnaˀkanaleˀnal
womanP.take1SGFOCnow

‘Ahora me casaré.’
‘Now I’ll get married.’ [Riggs, unpublished text]

(25)
[zpo]

xaa:…lonzhexaaxgaanleeZee
ʃalon-ʒeʃaˀʃɡaˀnleˀzeˀ
3MfaceS-say3MsonFOCso

‘Entonces su hijo le dijo: ―….’
‘So his son said to him, “….” ’ [Riggs, unpublished text]

(26)
[zpo]

Tin,…mrepyoo,roomxalDonleeGorna
tinm-ɾepjoˀɾoˀm-ʃaldonleˀɡoɾna
AgustínC-enterhousemouthC-openAbdónFOCwhen

‘Cuando Abdón abrió la puerta, Agustín entró... ’
When Abdon opened the door, Agustín went in, …’ [Riggs, unpublished text]

(27)
[zpo]

There may be two lee focus phrases at the beginning of a sentence, as in (28): one with an adjunct
as the complement and the other with an argument as the complement.

4Preverbal position does not require the lee focus phrase in any documented variety of Zapotec, to the best of our
knowledge.
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wen,nzhaxaaleembizhtubLee
wenn-ʒaʃaˀleˀmbiʒtubleˀ
wildsS-go3MFOCdayoneFOC

(28)
[zpo]

xaa.gosermzhinkwaannzha
ʃaˀɡ-oseɾm-ʒinkʷaˀnn-ʒa
3MP-drinkhoneyC-arriveP.searchS-go

‘Un día una persona va al monte, va en busca de miel de abeja para tomar.’
‘One day a person goes to the wilds, he goes to search for
wild honey to drink.’ [Riggs, unpublished text]

The lee focus phrase may be at the front of a non-initial clause, as in (29).

ke,tubyeknamwiiGorna
ketubjeknam-wiˀɡoɾna
rockonehead1SGC-seewhen

(29)
[zpo]

rola…ngokzeekelee
ɾolanɡokzeˀkeleˀ
twoC.becomethatrockFOC

‘Cuando vi la punta de la roca, la roca se partió en dos …’
‘When I saw the top of the rock, the rock split in two …’ [Riggs, unpublished text]

A lee focus phrase with an NP complement sometimes, but rarely, occurs after the verb, as in
(30).

mad.taptubmchekleenkanoliin,mzhaalLeezha
madtaptubmʧekleˀn-kanoliˀnm-ʒaˀlleˀʒa
childfouronewoodpeckerFOCS-haveyearC-arrivewhen

‘Cuando pasó otro año, el pájaro carpintero tenía cuatro hijos.’
‘When another year passed, the woodpecker had four children.’ [Riggs, unpublished text]

(30)
[zpo]

Example (31) shows that a lee focus phrase may be the object of a preposition.

xaa.leekwaannungkitnuNzhekla
ʃaˀleˀkʷaˀnnunɡ-kitnun-ʒekla
3MFOCwith1PLEXIRR-play1PLEXS-want

‘Queríamos jugar con él (pero no lo hicimos).’
‘We wanted to play with him (but didn’t).’ [Riggs, unpublished text]

(31)
[zpo]

4 Lee focus phrases in embedded clauses

The lee focus phrase may appear in an embedded clause, as in (32).

yaal,nalextoomchaagornaPer
jaˀlnaleʃtoˀm-ʧaˀɡoɾnapeɾ
night1SGheartC-fatwhenbut

(32)
[zpo]
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yi.tubyeknzonaleenanzaknu
jitubjekn-zonaleˀnan-zaknu
mountainoneheadS-stand1SGFOC1SGC-thinkand

‘Soñé una noche y pensé que estaba parado en la cima de una montaña.’
‘But I dreamed one night and I thought I was standing
on top of a mountain.’ [Riggs, unpublished text]

5 Lee focus phrases in perception verb constructions

The lee focus phrase may occur on the object of a perception verb (which is also the subject of
the embedded clause), as shown in (33) and (34).

mchek.limkeetantrezhleekwilmbinZee
mʧeklim-keˀtantɾeʒleˀkʷilm-binzeˀ
woodpeckerhouseC-hitmuchnoiseFOCjayC-hearthen

‘Entonces la urraca oyó mucho ruido de la casa del pájaro carpintero.’
‘Then the jay heard lots of noise from the woodpecker’s house.’ [Riggs, unpublished text]

(33)
[zpo]

xaachopleeburrmwiimbizhtubPer
ʃaˀʧopleˀburm-wiˀmbiʒtubpeɾ
3MtwoFOCburroC-seedayonebut

(34)
[zpo]

chiker.leenkuchmloo
ʧikeɾleˀnkuʧm-loˀ
styfrompigC-take.out

‘Un día el burro vio a dos personas sacar el cochino de la porquertiza.’
‘One day the burro saw two people take the pig out of the sty.’ [Riggs, unpublished text]

6 Lee focus phrases in motion verb constructions

Example (35) verifies that the lee focus phrase may be the subject of the verb embedded under
a motion verb.

kakade.luleenapaluyiidseguroPer
ka-kadeluleˀnapalujiˀdseɡuɾopeɾ
PROG-lie2SGFOClaterSGP.comesurelybut

‘Pero me vendrás mintiendo más tarde.’
‘But you’ll come later lying (to me).’ [Riggs, unpublished text]

(35)
[zpo]

7 Types of complements by grammatical relation

The complement of lee is very commonly the subject of the clause, as in many of the examples
in this paper, but it may also be a direct object, as shown in (36).
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soldad.weeytJoseLe
soldadw-eˀ-txosele
soldierC-take-NEGJoséFOC

‘A José, los soldados no llevaron.’
‘José the soldiers didn’t take.’ [Black (2000:192, < text)]

(36)
[zpi]

The complement may be an adjunct, such as the time adjuncts in (37)-(39).5

ma;xaankanobayeeyNebse
maʃaˀn-kanobajeˀjnebse
3AN3MS-carerainy.seasononly

(37)
[zpo]

yi.manlaanzhakresdublee
jiman-laˀn-ʒakɾesdubleˀ
mountain3ANH-leaveH-godry.seasonentireFOC

‘Solamente en la temporada de lluvia cuida la gente sus animales; durante la temporada
seca van y los dejan en la montaña.’
‘Only during the rainy season do people take care of the animals; in the entire dry season
they go and leave them on the mountain.’ [Riggs, unpublished text]

pelotcheenyalgoyittubkwaannzeloyalniLee
pelotʧeˀnjalɡojittubkʷaˀnn-zelojalnileˀ
ballofgameonewithH-beginpartyFOC

(38)
[zpo]

yezh,stubnzexaarekwaan
jeʒstubn-zeʃaˀɾekʷaˀn
townotherH-walk3MPLwith

yalgoyit.nzhoseetakaxopmbizhleenu
jalɡojitn-ʒoseˀtakaʃopmbiʒleˀnu
gameS-bestillsixdayFOCand

‘La fiesta empieza con un partido de básquet para todos los que vienen de otros pueblos,
y en el sexto día todavía están jugando.’
‘The [town] party begins with a game of ball for everyone coming from other towns,
and on the sixth day they are still playing.’ [Riggs, unpublished text]

ka,…mañxsuynmseetstiempLëë
kamaɲʃ-suʔjnm-seˀʦtiemplæˀ
DISTanimalPOSS-rattleC-soundtimeFOC

‘En el momentó que el cascabel sonó, …’
‘The moment the rattle sounded, …’ [Piper (1995:69)]

(39)
[zpr]

5Piper (1995:69) discusses examples of this type based on their function in the discourse, referring to them as
“connectors”.
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Appendix A: Distribution of lee ‘focus’ word

This table brings together information on this topic for multiple varieties of Zapotec.

With
verb?

With
adverbial
clause?

With
adverb?

With
base
plus

pronoun
phrase?

With
syntactically
independent
pronoun?

With
name?

With
NP?

FormIdentifier as in
Ethnologue

ISO
639-3
code

yes6laˀSierra de Juárezzaa

(does
not
exist)

San Juan Guelavíazab

yesyeslæˀOcotlánzac

Cajonoszad

yeslaˀ7Yarenizae

(does
not
exist)

Ayoquescozaf

(does
not
exist)

Isthmuszai

Miahuatlánzam

yesyesyesyesleˀOzolotepeczao

yeslaˀ8Aloápamzaq

Rincónzar

yesyesyesyeslaˀSanto Domingo
Albarradas

zas

Tabaazat

(does
not
exist)

Yatzachizav

rarelyyesyeslaˀMitlazaw

6The construction may be quite limited: see /lāˀ ˈlā bá bí/ (Focus Base Emph 3.info) ‘she herself / he himself’ (Nellis
& Nellis (1983:302)).

7Only in a construction similar to [zaa].
8Only in a construction similar to [zaa].
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With
verb?

With
adverbial
clause?

With
adverb?

With
base
plus

pronoun
phrase?

With
syntactically
independent
pronoun?

With
name?

With
NP?

FormIdentifier as in
Ethnologue

ISO
639-3
code

Xadanizax

Coatecas Altaszca

AsunciónMixtepeczoo

Lachiguirizpa

Yautepeczpb

yesyesyesyeslæChoapanzpc

Southeastern Ixtlánzpd

Petapazpe

no--yesyesyeslaˀSan Pedro Quiatonizpf

(does
not
exist)

Guevea de
Humboldt

zpg

Totomachapanzph

yesyesyesyesleSanta María
Quiegolani

zpi

Quiavicuzaszpj

Tlacolulitazpk

(does
not
exist)

Lachixíozpl

yesyesyesyeslàˀMixtepeczpm

yeslaˀSanta Inés Yatzechzpn

yesyes--yesyesyesleˀAmatlánzpo

El Altozpp

(does
not
exist)

Zoogochozpq

yesyesyesyeslæˀSantiago Xanicazpr

Coatlánzps

Distribution of lee ‘focus’ word 13



With
verb?

With
adverbial
clause?

With
adverb?

With
base
plus

pronoun
phrase?

With
syntactically
independent
pronoun?

With
name?

With
NP?

FormIdentifier as in
Ethnologue

ISO
639-3
code

yesyesyesleʔaSan Vicente
Coatlán

zpt

(does
not
exist)

Yalálagzpu

Chichicapanzpv

Zanizazpw

San Baltazar
Loxicha

zpx

Mazaltepeczpy

(does
not
exist)

Texmelucanzpz

Southern Rincónzsr

Elotepeczte

--yesyeslæˀXanaguíaztg

Lapaguía-Guiviniztl

San Agustín
Mixtepec

ztm

Santa Catarina
Albarradas

ztn

Loxichaztp

yesyesyesyesyeslæˀQuioquitani-Quieríztq

rarelyyesyeslaˀTilquiapanzts

Tejalapanztt

Güiláztu

Zaachilaztx

Yateezty

14 The lee focus phrase: structural aspects
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