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Abstract

The two traditional schools of thought about sentence-accent placement -
the 'Nuclear Stress Rule approach' and the 'semantic highlighting
approach' - do not really offer competing accounts of the same phenom-
enon, but emphasize different aspects of the overall problem. A good
starting point for integrating these two approaches is provided by
recent work by Gussenhoven. His work makes crucial use of the notion
that the focus of a sentence may extend over several - constituents
and may be divided up into one or more accent bearing domains, within
which accent placement is structurally specified. By extending this
notion beyond Gussenhoven's original use of it, we arrive at a funda-
mental distinction between 'information chunking' (which depends
on 'given/new’, semantic weight, etc.) and focus (which is a syntactic
phenomenon). These represent two separate (though interrelated) func-
tions of accent, and have distinguishable effects on where accents
are located. Past descriptions emphasize one or the other of these
functions, and can be reconciled with each other if the distinction
between the two functions is recognized.

1

'Focus' and 'normal stress' are undoubtedly two of the most ill-defined
and most argued-about concepts in the literature on accent placement,
and 1 should emphasize right here that in using the terms I am not
declaring my allegiance to any particular school of thought. At the
same time, however, it seems to me that focus and normal stress
are also two of the most inevitable concepts in the literature on accent
placement: sentences mostly say something new or make some point -
that is the focus - and with certain accent locations the focus is speci-
fied only very broadly - that is normal stress. I feel that if we seriously
explored the intuitions that underlie these two notions, we would have
a chance of breaking out of the hardened theoretical positions on
either side of the placement debate.

Let us consider those positions briefly. In one corner we have the

traditional 'normal stress' view that every well-formed sentence has
a structurally defined location for a single primary stress. 'Contrastive
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stress' is governed by different principles and simply overrides the
syntactically determined stress placement. It will be convenient to
refer to this as the NSR view, after Chomsky and Halle's Nuclear
Stress Rule, though of course the NSR represents only a formalization
of a much older general approach (Newman 1946, Chomsky and Halle
1968, Bresnan 1971, 1972).

In the other corner we have what we may call the 'highlighting'
view. This holds that speakers put certain words into intonational
relief in order to highlight them or focus on them: accents are meaning-
ful wherever they occur, and 'normal stress' merely results from the
conjunction of expected word orders and contexts. This view is perhaps
most often associated with the work of Bolinger (e.g. 1961, 1972),
but it also corresponds roughly to the views of the Prague School
(e.g. Danes 1967), and has recently found considerable favor among
experimental phonologists and phoneticians (Brown 1983, Nooteboom,
Kruyt, and Terken 1980, Nooteboom and Terken forthcoming).

Somewhere in the middle of the ring we find a number of recent
investigators (e.g. Schmerling 1976, Ladd 1980, Fuchs 1980, Bing 1980,
Gussenhoven forthcoming) who have worked at reconciling the two

views just sketched. Most of what I say here will be put in terms:
suggested by Gussenhoven's work, which must surely be reckoned the

most succesful and comprehensive of these recent attempts. Gussen-
hoven acknowledges that pragmatic and contextual considerations
affect a speaker's decision where to accent a sentence, but he rejects
the hypothesis that accent represents a simple choice between high-
lighting and not highlighting any given word. Rather, he assumes that
the speaker's choice is made at a more abstract level, in the assign-
ment of a semantic feature [+ focus] to semantic constituents, and
is thus part of the speaker's decision of 'what to say' rather than
'how to say it'. He presents a considerable amount of evidence that
the link between focus and accent is not a one-to-one highlighting,
but a 'realization', by surface features such as accent, of abstract
semantic specifications. Like the link between other abstract features
(e.g. features of case) and the surface elements that realize them;
the connection between focus and accent is governed by a set of well=
defined and to some extent structure-dependent principles.

Gussenhoven's case is best illustrated by his discussion of 'minimal
focus' on the 'polarity' of the sentence, where the lexical content
and grammatical relations are all contextually given, and only the
truth or falsehood of the proposition is at issue (as in He DOES play
golf or But the house isn't ON fire). He shows that the accent placement
in such cases depends on independently motivated semantic/pragmatic
distinctions - such as the distinctions between 'counterassertive' and
'counterpresuppositional' (Dik et al. 1982) - and on language-specific
accent placement rules (Gussenhoven forthcoming, Sec. 8 and 9). By
contrast, his discussion of cases that are more like 'nmormal stress'
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are less satisfactory. His specification of the feature [+ focus] is some-
times counterintuitive and suspiciously circular, and he is frequently
forced to resort to ad hoc categorizations like 'event sentence' and
1adverb of proper functioning' to make his rules work out right.

My goal in this essay is to work through Gussenhoven's analysis
of focus and normal stress and to try to show where I think he goes
wrong. As a heuristic device 1 propose to try adding even to data
sentences, since the presence of that word sharpens up intuitions about
focus as nearly nothing else can. Now the interaction between even
and accent placement is probably most often thought of in terms
of 'contrastive stress'. For example, the presence of even in a sentence
is sometimes said (in traditional terms) to 'require contrastive stress’,
as in Even a TWO-year-old could do that. Alternatively, when even
is in its most neutral position, preceding the main verb, 'contrastive
stress' may be used to signal the pragmatic presuppositions associated
with even, as in Jennifer even SPEAKS Classical Chinese (the implication
is that most people know nothing about Classical Chinese, and those
that do only read it but do not speak it).

But contrastive stress is merely focus on a single word or constituent.
Even works the same way when the focus encompasses several con-
stituents, or the whole sentence; this is normal stress. If we say She
even speaks Classical CHINESE, we may of course be focusing 'contrast-
ively' on Chinese (e.g. Classical Chinese as opposed to Classical Greek),
or on Classical Chinese (e.g. Classical Chinese as opposed to Lithuanian
or Tamil). But we may also be focusing on the whole verb phrase,
with the implication that (e.g.) she not only plays jazz shakuhachi
and runs the mile in 4'45", but speaks Classical Chinese as well. The
presence of even makes it clear that there are different ways to inter-
pret the focus of this sentence, which in turn makes us aware that
there is some sort of special relationship betwen focus and normal
stress (discussed most thoroughly by Jackendoff 1972, Ch. 6). Any
adequate description of accent placement must take such facts into
account.

2
Gussenhoven's rules for normal stress can be summarized as follows: '

i, The focus of a sentence is composed of one or more focus domains,
each of which is accented on its syntactic head. (In order to avoid
the terminological confusion between 'focus of a sentence' and
'focus domain', I will henceforth replace Gussenhoven's 'focus
domain' by 'accent domain'.)

li. For the most part, each major semantic constituent within the
focus constitutes a separate accent domain and is thereforeaccented.
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Gussenhoven identifies the major semantic constituents asArguments,
Predicates, and 'Conditions' (complements and adverbials of various
sorts).

iii. However, in certain circumstances two such major constituents
can form a single domain and receive a single accent: a Predicate
can combine with an Argument (in which case the Argument js
accented), and certain Conditions can combine with a Predicate
(in which case the Predicate is accented).

The application of these principles can be illustrated with a few simple
examples. In She even SPEAKS Classical Chinese, only speaks is the
focus; there is a single accent domain and a single accent. The situation
is similar in the 'contrastive' interpretations of She even speaks Classical
CHINESE (i.e. where Chinese or Classical Chinese is the focus). In  the
normal stress version, where the whole verb phrase speaks Classical
Chinese is the focus, we observe the combination of two semantic
constituents (Predicate speaks plus Argument Classical Chinese) into
a single accent domain, with the accent placed by rule on the Argument.

If the focus consists of several constituents, multiple accents
are required, as in She even studied Classical CHINESE at HARVARD.
In this, neither at Harvard, nor (studied) Classical Chinese alone
is the focus, but the whole fact of having studied Classical Chinese
at Harvard. The sentence would be appropriate in a discussion of other
remarkable biographical facts about the subject - say, that she grew
up in Brazil, or once shook hands with Helmut Schmidt. As predicted
by Gussenhoven's rules, the focus is divided up into two domains (Predi-
cate/Argument studied Classical Chinese plus Condition at Harvard)
and each receives its own accent. This correctly predicts that if the
sentence had only a single main accent, the focus would be narrow
and the pragmatic force somewhat different. That is, She even studied
Classical CHINESE at Harvard could be used in a discussion of things
various people had studied at Harvard, while She even studied Classical
Chinese at HARVARD would be appropriate in a context concerned
with places where one might study Classical Chinese.

Even such everyday data as these illustrate the superiority of
Gussenhoven's rules to the two older approaches. Sentences like She
even speaks Classical CHINESE pose a problem for the highlighting
approach, because they point very clearly to the existence of structure-
dependent principles for accent assignment in cases where large con<
stituents are in focus. {Insisting, as the highlighting approach is forced
to do, that Chinese is somehow the most important or informative
word in the verb phrase merely begs the question.) Conversely, sentences
like She even studied Classical CHINESE at HARVARD pose a problem
for the NSR approach, because they point very clearly to the necessity
of being able to assign more than one accent in cases of normal stress.
(Again, insisting that at Harvard is somehow a 'separate prosodic phrase’
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which therefore gets its own primary stress merely changes the termi-
nology WlthOUt' answering the basic question.) Both types of sentences
are covered quite naturally by Gussenhoven's rules.

Furthermore, Gussenhoven is able to incorporate many of Bolinger's
observations about contextual and lexical influences on accent place-
ment by allowing the constraints on domain formation to be relaxed
under certain circumstances. This is the case, for example, with infin-
itive complements of the sort seen in I even have all these OFFPRINTS
to file or He even wanted some Persian CARPETS to EXPERIMENT
with (cf. Gussenhoven sec. 7; Bolinger 1972). Bolinger (and the high-
lighting approach in general) argues that file is unaccented because
it is relatively 'predictable' or adds little independent information
to the sentence. Gussenhoven accepts the argument that such con-
siderations can affect accent placement, but formally he analyzes
the lack of accent on file by saying that under appropriate contextual/
pragmatic circumstances the infinitive complement and the Argument
can form a single domain. Gussenhoven's explanation of this phenom-
enon is thus comparable to Bolinger's, but his formal statement of
the phenomenon itself is different: Bolinger is talking about words
having or not having an accent, whereas Gussenhoven is talking about
the formation of accent domains within the focus. Unlike Bolinger's
analysis, in other words, Gussenhoven's explanation does not require
us to say that file is somehow 'predictable’ from offprints, but only
that filing offprints (unlike experimenting on Persian car;;ets) is a
familiar enough activity that the two elements can be combined in
a_single accent-bearing information chunk. Once that combination
hgs o;curred, the fact that the noun is accented rather than the infin-
itive is a purely structure-dependent consequence of combining them.

Thxs' may seem like a trivial distinction. I would argue that it is
not trivial but subtle. Its importance can be appreciated more fully
{f we consider the accent placement in Your COAT'S on fire! and
There's a SPARK on your coat! These examples force the highlighting
approach into the unenviable position of claiming that coat is somehow
more contextually salient than fire but that spark is more contextually
salient than coat. What Gussenhoven's approach permits us to say
Is the following: the two sentences each form a single information
unit, w1t}h a single accent. The fact that they can be treated as single
information units is due to a variety of poorly understood factors
Of c'ontgxtual salience, informativeness, etc., of the sort that the
hxghhghtmg approach has always emphasized. But given that fact
the location of the accent is structurally specified. By assuming thaT’:
aCce_nt§ apply to accent domains - information chunks - rather than
éo Individual constituents considered independently of one another,
tQussrizfllove.n's approach avoids the empirical embarassment of having
OIV fine aidlgyilffr:glzpaiﬁims about the relative contextual salience
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