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Accenting phenomena, association with focus,
and the recursiveness of focus-ground

Recent work in formal semantics argues that the interpretation of a number of logico-semantic
operators is crucially defined in function of the traditional focus-ground partition. For this
proposal to hold, one needs to assume that sentences with more than one of these operators
contain multiple focus-ground partitions in an overlapping or recursive fashion. This paper
shows that such an assumption is unwarranted. A careful analysis of the English facts and
a contrastive look at languages that realize focus-ground syntactically, like Catalan, reveals
that not all accented constituents are foci in a focus-ground partition but that operators can
nevertheless associate with them. The fact that so-called focus-sensitive operators operate
on partitions that are not focus-ground invalidates any accounts that crucially define the
semantics of these operators in terms of the semantics of focus-ground.
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1 Introduction

In an attempt to systematize and generalize the phenomena referred to as ‘as-
sociation with focus’, a number of recent papers have argued that the quantifi-
cational structure of so-called focus-sensitive operators is crucially determined
by the traditional pragmatic focus-ground partition. Research in this area has
concentrated on providing a semantic description of focus-ground and then
defining the semantics of focus-sensitive operators in terms of the semantics
of focus-ground. In other words, focus-sensitive operators take as arguments
semantic objects that are structured in accordance with an independent focus-
ground partition. From this perspective, one needs to assume that sentences
with more than one focus-sensitive operator contain multiple focus-ground par-
titions (overlapping or recursive) within a simplex sentence, something which
is at odds with the traditional view of focus-ground.

This paper argues that focus-ground does not necessarily determine the
quantificational structure of focus-sensitive operators. It shows that these ope-
rators may express their semantics on partitions other than the focus-ground
partition. This means that recursive or overlapping focus-ground partitions are
not required in sentences with more than one focus-sensitive operator. The
belief that more than one focus-ground partition per sentence may be available
appears to rest in part on the assumption that every pitch accent is correla-
ted with a focus in a focus-ground partition. Since sentences may have more
than one pitch accent, that means they contain more than one focus. This as-
sumption, however, is unwarranted. Accenting is used as a structural resource
in natural language for a number of different reasons. It is shown below that
there is no one-to-one correspondence between accent and focus and between
accent and an ‘operator-associated’ element.

2 Background

Let us first introduce some background notions and terminology concerning
focus-ground, accent, and association with focus. The term ‘focus’ has (at

*This paper was presented at the Ninth Amsterdam Colloquium, December 14-17, 1993.
We are indebted to E. Engdahl, J. Ginzburg, R. Ladd, and D. Milward for helpful discussion
and suggestions. E. Vallduvi’s work was supported by the Human Communication Research
Centre at the University of Edinburgh and by DYANA-2 (ESPRIT Basic Research Project
6852) and R. Zacharki’s work was supported by UK ESRC Grant R000 23 3460 (the BRIDGE
project).
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least) three uses: a phonological one, a semantic one, and a pragmatic one.

Clarification of the three uses of ‘focus’ is important in approaching the issues
raised below.

2.1 Focus-ground

Focus-ground is found, under a number of different names and guises (e.g. focus-
presupposition, theme-rheme, topic-comment, dominance), in a wide variety of
works in the pragmatic and discourse-analytic literature (see Hockett 1958,
Kuno 1972, Gundel 1974, Erteschik-Shir 1986, Prince 1986, Rochemont 1986,
Ward 1988, among others). There are significant differences between these
approaches, but they all share the view that focus-ground is an expression
of the structuring of sentences according to informational or communicative
requirements, i.e. it indicates how information conveyed by linguistic means
is added to a (hearer’s mental model of the) context or discourse. The focus
constitutes actual information and the ground is what anchors this information
to the context.

There is a wealth of characterizations of focus-ground, but, for expository
purposes, let us settle on the following definitions adapted from Vallduvi 1992.
Let ¢, be the proposition conveyed by a sentence S and Ky, (the relevant subset
of) the hearer’s model of the common ground at the time of utterance (tw). The
focus and ground can be defined thus:

e FOCUS: the part of the sentence that encodes information (Is), i.e. the
only augmentation or modification to be made to the hearer’s model of
the common ground (the update potential of ¢, in a particular context).

e GROUND: what is already established in the hearer’s model at t; it ushers
I, to the right location (from the speaker’s viewpoint) in the hearer’s
model.

If one adopts a Heimian file-like view of the context (Heim 1982) and K is
thought of as a file Fy, then the function of the ground consists in ushering I
to a particular file card and to a particular record on that file card which I is
meant to augment or modify. If I, can be appropriately added to F, without
ushering, i.e. if specification of a file card and/or record is inherited from a
previous utterance, no explicit ground is needed and an all-focus sentence may
occur.}

Let us illustrate focus-ground with some examples adapted from Jackendoff
(1972:248). In (1) the focus of an assertion is identified using the well-known,
although not infallible, question test: the focus of the answer corresponds to

the wh-phrase in the question.

1Vallduvi 1992 argues that the informational or communicative structuring of sentences
serves to optimize the process of information update. To this purpose, a sentence S encodes
not only a proposition @, but also an instruction that indicates how I, is best added to K
in the terms just outlined. There are four possible instruction-types and each is the result
of different combinations of focus and ground. Focus-ground is defined so as to encompass
both the traditional focus-ground and topic-comment partitions in one single articulation. See
Vallduvi 1992 for further discussion.
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(1) a. What did John do?
John [r gave his daughter a new BICYCLE].

b. What did John give his daughter?
John gave his daughter [r a new BICYCLE].

c. Who did John give a new bicycle?
John gave [ his DAUGHTER] a new bicycle.

d. Why don’t we drive there?
[r The ROAD’s dangerous. ]

In these sentences focus is delimited by the F-labelled square brackets. Small
caps identify the word receiving nuclear stress. In sentence (1a) the focus is the
VP, (1b) shows a narrow focus on the direct object, and (1c) a narrow focus
on the indirect object. These three sentences are truth-conditionally equivalent
and differ only in their focus-ground structure. Sentence (1d) is a thetic all-
focus sentence (see Lambrecht 1987 and Sasse 1987 for theticity).

Speaking of recursive focus-ground structures within a simplex sentence has
little conceptual motivation from the informational or communicative perspec-
tive. It is unclear what it would mean to say, for example, that within the
part of the sentence that ushers L, call it G, there is a second Ig with its
own ushering ground. Simplex sentences have only one top-level (informatio-
nal) focus-ground structure that determines what part of the sentence encodes
their update potential and what part acts as an usher. Finally, let us note that
the structural realization of focus-ground is subject to crosslinguistic variation.
English, as shown in (1), tends to resort to prosodic contrasts to express diffe-
rences in focus-ground structure. Other languages, like Catalan or Hungarian,
must resort to syntactic means to express the exact same differences.

2.2 Association with focus

Jackendoff 1972, among others, notices that sentences (1a-c) cease to be truth-
conditionally equivalent in the presence of some operators like even and only:

(2) a. John even [p gave his daughter a new BICYCLE].
b. John even gave his daughter [ a new BICYCLE].

c. John even gave [ his DAUGHTER] a new bicycle.

The VP-external adverb even in (2a-c) is interpreted as being construed with,
i.e. as associating with, the constituents enclosed in brackets. Having identified
the bracketed constituents as foci, Jackendoff concludes that even associates
with focus, with the pertinent truth-conditional effects. Since then, even and
only have been known as focus particles or focus-sensitive operators.

Jacobs 1984, 1991 is a reformulation of the association-with-focus phenome-
non. Jacobs argues that the pragmatic focus-ground partition discussed in §2.1
is in fact the argument of an implicit illocutionary operator. In declaratives the
illocutionary operator is ASSERT. Jacobs’ view of the communicative import of
focus-ground is not unlike Vallduvi’s (1992) in that he takes focus to be the
element that represents the only augmentation of the context (what he calls
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the focus of the assertion). When ASSERT takes the focus-ground partition in
(1b) as an argument, it yields the interpretation that, given a context where
John gave his daughter something, the speaker asserts it is a bicycle. This is
represented in (3a):

(3) a. asserT(John gave his daughter [F a new BICYCLE])
b. ASSERT(EVEN(John gave his daughter [F a new BICYCLE]))

Given the focus-ground partition used by ASSERT, even can parasitize on it and
use the structure it provides to express its meaning, as in (3b). Both (3a) and
(3b) have the same structure, but in (3a) the focus-ground partition remains
truth-conditionally inert whereas in (3b) the partition is exploited not only
by the original illocutionary operator but also by a logico-semantic operator,
thus giving rise to truth-conditional effects. In addition to even and only,
quantificational adverbs, negation, modals, and other elements have also been
observed to be capable of associating with focus.

2.3 Quantificational partition

Recently, a stronger and more general approach to association with focus has
evolved. The focus-ground partition is not a pragmatically motivated notion
anymore, but rather its primary function is to provide a quantificational struc-
ture for the use of focus-sensitive operators. The communicative use of focus-
ground is merely one of the uses this quantificational structure has. Jacobs’
ASSERT operator is merely another focus-sensitive operator, without any special
status. The exact characterization of the quantificational structure that focus-
ground provides varies from work to work. Following work by von Stechow
(1981, 1991), Krifka 1991-92 suggests that focus-ground provides a structured
meaning (< @, >), which in later work (Krifka 1992, 1993) he equates to
the <RESTRICTOR, NUCLEUS> partition of quantification structures that Par-
tee 1991 defends. In contrast, for Rooth 1985, 1992, focus on an element z
provides a set of alternatives for z (aLT(2)) which determines the domain of
quantification for the operator that associates with z. Given this view of focus-
ground, it is imperative that focus-sensitive operators undergo association with
focus, since they crucially depend on the structure provided by focus-ground to
express their meaning.

This view of focus-ground has important consequences in examples like (4):

(4) a. Even [ JOHN] drank only [ WATER].
b. John even [ only [ drank WATER]]

These sentences, from Krifka 1991-92, have more than one focus-sensitive ope-
rator. Viewing association with focus as a mere tendency, the examples in (4)
are quite uninteresting. Perhaps one operator does associate with focus (i.e. is
parasitic on ASSERT), but the other operator associates with some other ele-
ment in the sentence. But if we assume that focus-sensitive operators crucially
depend on the structure provided by focus-ground to be able to express their
meaning, we must conclude that these sentences have more than one focus-
ground partition, as represented by the labelled bracketing.






