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1. Focus and Pitch Accent

• How do the following three sentences differ in meaning?

(1) Margaritas are a good source of vitamins.
a. What are Margaritas a good source of?

Margaritas are a good source of VITamins.
b. What’s a good source of vitamins?

MargaRITas are a good source of vitamins.
c. Are margaritas a poor source of vitamins?

No, margaritas are a GOOD source of vitamins.

– For intonation, the capitalized words are the strongest, loudest, or most prominent in the sentence.
(Prominence: a speaker’s intuitive sensation of strength in an utterance s/he hears.)

– For meaning, ‘vitamins’, ‘margaritas,’ and ‘good’ are the most important, informative, or new
pieces in the sentence.

⇒ A difference in the prosodic realization of an utterance corresponds in a systematic way with a
difference in interpretation.

• Pitch Accent

Neutral

Stressing
“good”

1This handout is mainly based on Büring (2016: Chapters 2, 3, and 10). Part of the content is taken from the original papers/
book chapters Rooth (1992, 1996). Wording is altered for presentation. For citation, refer back to the original chapters and articles.
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• The pitch accent on that syllable is the Nuclear Pitch Accent (NPA). A NPA-containing expression is
focused, enclosed in [•]F.

(2) Margaritas are a good source of vitamins.
a. What are Margaritas a good source of? —Margaritas are a good source of [VITamins]F.
b. What’s a good source of vitamins? —[MargaRITas]F are a good source of vitamins.
c. Are margaritas a poor source of vitamins? —No, margaritas are a [GOOD]F source of

vitamins.

In an answer, where to place focus is determined by a pragmatic rule:

(3) Question-Answer Congruence (QAC)
In an answer to a constituent question, the element corresponding to the wh-phrase in the
question must be a focus.

• The focus identified by pragmatic rules can be bigger than the NPA-bearing word — Focus projection.

(4) Q: Who ordered shellfish?
a. [JeROME]F ordered shellfish.
b. [ My next door NEIGHbor]F ordered shellfish.
c. [ The guy at the table over by the WINdow]F ordered shellfish.

Moreover, the focus–pitch accent relation is more complex than just containment.

(5) (Q: Who ordered shellfish?)
a. #[MY next door neighbor]F ordered shellfish.
b. #[The guy at the TAble over by the window]F ordered shellfish.
c. #[The GUY at the table over by the window]F ordered shellfish.

(6) Focus-Pitch Accent Relation (Jackendoff 1972)
The last default pitch accent within the focus is the last pitch accent in the sentence.

2. Basics of Roothean Alternative Semantics of Focus

2.1. Focus value (Rooth 1985)

• An expression A is assigned two meanings: its ordinary value JAKO and its focus value/ focus
alternatives JAKF. The focus alternatives are a set of meanings, where each of these meanings belongs
to the same domain as the ordinary meaning.

(7) Composing alternatives
a. If A is F-marked and is of semantic type τ, then JAKF = Dτ.
b. If A is not F-marked:

i. if A is a terminal node, JAKF = {JAKO}
ii. if A is a non-branching node that dominates B, JAKF = JBKF

iii. for any branching node [A B C], if ⊕ is the combination operation s.t. by the ordinary
semantic rules JAKO = JBKO ⊕ JCKO, then JAKF = {b⊕ c | b ∈ JBKF and c ∈ JCKF}.

Exercise: Derive the focus value of the sentence “Andy invited BILLyF” compositionally.
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2.2. The squiggle theory (Rooth 1992)

• The squiggle-operator ‘∼’ retrieves focus semantic values and makes them accessible to compositional
semantics. The ∼-operator combines with an unpronounced pronoun (i.e., the F-domain variable Ci),
and then with a syntactic constituent δ. M

δ

. . . AF . . .

∼ Ci

Focus condition: This is defined only if JCiKO ⊆ JδKF (SET CASE for answer focus in (i)) or
JCiKO ∈ JδKF (INDIVIDUAL CASE for contrastive focus in (ii)).

When defined, JMKO = JδKO.

[The structure is annotated with the F-alternatives at every node.]

3. Büring’s review

3.1. Some notable properties

• Focus conditions as presuppositions: “wrong” accent placements are judged as inappropriate or
infelicitous (in the given context), rather than as false or ungrammatical.

• F-domains: any sister to a ∼ Ci is an F-domain.

(8) An AMERICAN farmer met a CANADIAN farmer.

3



Both boxed NPs are F-domains, and each domain bears a (different) F-domain variable. The coindexing
of the C variables with the (remote!) NPs indicates that C1 is to be assigned the value ‘Canadian farmer’,
and C2 the value ‘American farmer’.

• Relation to context, givenness, and saliency:

“Focus interpretation introduces a variable which, like other free variables, needs to find an
antecedent or be given a pragmatically constructed value. Identifying the variable with the
semantic value of the question is simply a matter of anaphora resolution.” (Rooth 1996).

In the following, the empty pronoun Ci is assigned the ordinary semantic value of previously uttered
sentences (or parts thereof), as indicated by co-indexing.

(9)

• Contrast: Anything can be F-marked as a “contrastive focus” with anything salient in the context, as
long as their semantic types are the same.

Discussion: Does Rooth’s focus condition capture the infelicity of the following conversation?

(10) — Jenny bought a red table. — # No, she bought a ROUNDF table.

3.2. Desiderata

• Rooth’s theory can rule out many possible F-marking and F-domain assignments, but never force any
focussing or the concomitant deaccenting.

– First, nothing ever forces the adjunction of ∼ (or the construction of an F-domain); hence, it is not
clear what could possibly require focussing and accent shift.

– Second, while an F-domain needs to contain some F-marking, focus condition hardly determines
the correct size of the focus.

UPSIZE PERMISSIVENESS: If an F-domain, containing an F-marked constituent E, meets focus
condition, the same domain with F-marking on E′, where E′ dominates E, is guaranteed to meet
focus condition.

⇒ PROBLEM OF OVERFOCUSSING/OVERACCENTING:

(11) (What is Kim doing in Paris? —)
a. She [WORKS]F in Paris.
b. # She [works in PARis]F.
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Discussion: Is there a corresponding “under-focussing problem” with Rooth’s theory? Why or why
not?

⇒ Realization conditions of focus and givenness (Selkirk’s F/FOC-theory, Schwarzschild’s Givenness
theory)

4. Further issues

4.1. Bridging by entailment (Rooth 1992)

• Focusing is intuitively felicitous although the focus conditions are not met.

(12) a. (First, John told Mary about the budget cuts, and then) SUEF heard about them.
b. You know the difference between BerLIN1 and an [AMERican city]∼ C1 . . . ?

Discussion: Why is it that focus conditions are not met in the above sentences?

• Replacement of the focusing condition in INDIVIDUAL CASE:

(13) a. Preliminary: ∃α ∈ JδKF[JCKO ⇒ α]
(The contextually supplied value of Ci entails one of the F-alternatives of δ.)

b. Via ∃Closures: ∃α ∈ JδKF[∃Clo(JCKO)⇒ ∃Clo(α)]
(The ∃Clo of the contextually supplied value of Ci entails the ∃Clo of a F-alternative of δ.)

4.2. Focus-sensitive elements/operators and Focus-association

• Focus-sensitive elements (FSE)

– Exclusive particles: only, merely, just, exclusively.

– Additive particles: also, even, additionally, too.

Focus in connection with these FSEs appears to have an effect on the truth conditions of a sentence.

(14) a. John only introduced BillF to Sue.
b. John only introduced Bill to SueF.

Association with Focus (Jackendoff 1972) describes the relation between an FSE and the focus it
semantically relates to.

• Defining only2

– Option 1: A syncategorematic definition

(15) Jonly(C) SKO = λw : JSKO(w) = 1.∀p ∈ JCKO[JSKO 6⊆ p→ p(w) = 0] where JCKO ⊆ JSKF

2for simplicity, this handout treats only a propositional operator. Definitions from Büring 2016 are modified accordingly.
Assertions and presuppositions are modified based on Horn (1969): only presupposes the truth of its propositional argument, and
negates all the F-alternatives that are not entailed by this propositional argument.
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This definition requires access to the F-alternatives of only’s complement, JSKF, an object not available
to the semantic composition rules. We cannot, in this way, give a meaning for only alone (JonlyKO = ...).

Discussion: Can you think of a reason why not defining an only-clause as follows?

(16) Jonly SKO = λw : JSKO(w) = 1.∀p ∈ JSKF[JSKO 6⊆ p→ p(w) = 0]

– Option 2: (Rooth 1996)
The quantification domain variable C of only is co-indexed with the argument of a ∼-operator.

(17) John only introduced BillF to Sue. S

only(C1)

S

John introduced BillFto Sue

∼ C1

This allows us to remove all reference to the focus semantic value from the lexical meaning of only,
paving the way for a categorematic definition of its meaning.

(18) JonlyKO = λwλCλp : p(w) = 1.∀q ∈ C[p 6⊆ q→ p(w) = 0]

4.3. Hamblin semantics and question-answer congruence

• Hamblin (1973): A question denotes the set of propositions that are possible (direct) answers of this
question, called a “Hamblin set”. Use Roothean terms to define Hamblin sets:

(19) a. JwhoK0 is undefined
b. JwhoK f = {x|human@(x) = 1}
c. J[TP who came]K0 is undefined
d. J[TP who came]K f = {λw.camew(x)|human@(x) = 1}
e. JC[+wh] [TP] K0 = JTPK f (Beck & Kim 2006, see also Shimoyama 2001)

(interrogative C0 returns the focus value of TP as the ordinary value of CP.)

• Question-Answer Congruence (Rooth 1992): S is a possible answer of Q iff JQK0 ⊆ JSK f

(20) Who invited Bill?
a. JOHNF invited Bill.
b. # John invited BILLF.

(21) a. Jwho invited Bill?K0 ⊆ JJOHNF invited BillK f

b. JDid JOHN or MARY invited Bill?K0 ⊆ JJOHNF invited BillK f
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