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Accents in English Phonological Phrases

Radboud University Carlaos Gussenhoven

1. Introduction

The word prosodic structure of English is notoriously complex. The aim of this brief
contribution is to show that it is necessary to separate the distinction “stressed” vs. “unstressed”
form “accented” vs. “unaccented”. The rules governing the assignment and deletion of
accents, which have no lexical exceptions, should be distingnished from the algorithms that
assign stress in English words, which leave many exceptions behind. For descriptions of
English for foreign learners it is therefore important to separate the generalizations about
English accentuation into those that are lexical and those that are post-lexical.

Stress refers to the pattern of prominences within words. Accents are markers of the
locations in the phonological structure where a tone (€.g. H) or a tone melody (e.g. HL)
must be inserted. This term became more general following Goldsmith’s (1976) publication
of his PhD dissertation on autosegmental phonology. In section 2, I will give examples of
the stress patterns of English words and point out the important difference between stressed
and unstressed syllables. Next, in section 3, I give an account of the accentuation of English
words, taking the foot structure and the assignment of primary stress for granted. In section 3.1,
simple words are dealt with, and in section 3.2 larger structures, including compounds. Here
we will see that unstressed syllables cannot be accented, and that only some stressed syllables
are accented when words are placed in phonological phrases, Finally, in section 4, I turn to the
accentuation patterns in phonological phrases. We will see that accent deletions here are due

to clash resolutions within the phonological phrase.

2. Stress and accent

English syllables may or may not be stressed. This term refers to a pervasive
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distinction between two structurally different syllables. Another way of talking about
this difference is in terms of foot structure: stressed syllables form heads of feet, while
unstressed syllables don’t. Phonologically, unstressed syllables are characterized by
allowing only a small minority of the phonological contrasts that the language possesses.
For a start, only a three-vowel contrast is maintained (Bolinger, 1986: Appendix A),
as against the 20-way contrast in the stressed syllables of Southern British English. A
second well-known property of unstressed syllables is that they do tolerate accents.

The description of the assignment of regular foot structure in English has a long
history, and will not be summarized here (Chomsky & Halle, 1968; Halle & Keyser, Halle &
Vergnaud, 1987; Hayes, 1995). The generalizations are complex (both Alaska and Mandarin
are regular) and in addition many words are lexically marked for foot structure (Timbuctoo).
Moreover, as shown in (1), it doesn’t only distinguish stressed and unstressed (shown as . )
syllables, but among the stressed syllables it distinguishes primary stress (shown as X ) from
secondary stress (shown as x) (cf. Hayes 1995). A stressed syllable forms the beginning of
a foot, indicated by ( ). There is therefore one foot in (1a), two in (1b, c) and three in (1d).
The unstressed syllables are very different from stressed ones, because they are reduced. For

instance, (1a) begins and ends with a schwa, /a/, the neutral vowel.

( 1 ) X X X b 4
(x) x J)® x) ® x) @
a. A'laska b. ' Mandarin  c. sar'dine d. .Timbuc'too

The representations in (1) are distinctive, in the sense that if we changed any of
it, a different phonological structure would arise, and thus a different pronunciation.
Admittedly, not all configurations are grammatical. For instance, only one word-initial
syllable can remain unstressed. This means there can only be one unfooted syllable at the
word beginning: */alo'ska:/ would be ungrammatical (as indicated by *). Also, we could
not have a word with just unstressed syllables, for instance, because every major class word
must have minimally one foot. (Function words may have unstressed syllables only, like a
/a/, but are ungrammatical as an utterance in that form: they need a footed word to combine
with.) Neither could a stress be maintained on the second syllable of (1b), since open

syllables between stressed syllables cannot be stressed (*/maenda:.rin/). But /zela'ska:/,

2
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/imeen'da:rmn/, /maenda’rin /, /'sa:di:n/ and /trm'bak.tu:/, for instance, are all possible

though non-existent English words. I give some further examples of words in (2).

(2) x X X X X X X
x) x.) @) x)x.) xI)Ex)E..) . ®
Paris manager cigarette helicopter mariuhana melancholy about

What is the difference between stressed and unstressed syllables? In some languages,
Spanish for instance, these differences are phonetic only. The stressed syllables may
be longer and the segments in them may be more precisely articulated. In English,
the differences have been phonologized, meaning that the greater duration has been
translated into a requirement that the syllable rhymes must consist of a long vowel or
dophthong or a short vowel plus a consonant. It also means that the short vowel of an
unstressed syllable is of a particular type: in unstressed syllables, only the vowels [a, i,
u] can appear, as in the last two words in (3) (I use the transcriptions of Wells 1990). In
mariuhana all three unstressed vowels occur; /maeriu'a:na)] and two of them occur in
/'melankali/. Before consonants, there is also the possibility for [1] to appear, but the
situation is different for different varieties. In some varieties, [] and [1] are allophones, with
[1] appearing before velars, as in American English secure /sr'kjur/ and [a] elsewhere, as
in Sinatra /se'na:tra/. In other varieties, (8] varies with [1] in some contexts (c.g. peerless
is /preles/ or [p1alis/, and some varieties, like in RP, these vowels contrast, as in offices
[ofasiz/ vs officers [ofasez/ or Lenin offices flenin/ vs Lennon [lenan/.

So far, nothing has been said about pitch. The pitch features are due to the pitch
accents that are located on some of the stressed syllables. English has a large number
of different pitch accents, like H*L, L*, H*, which together with the boundary tones of
the intonational phrase make up the intonational melody. For instance, in (3a) we see
pitch accents on the main stresses of the words many and people. When a word is said
is isolation, as in (3b), the boundary tones of the intonational phrase are of course also
present at the beginning and end of the intonational phrase, which now consists of just
the one word. The graphs show the approximate phonetic realizations. In (3b), there is
not much space to pronounce the initial %L in, and there may be just a weak rise in pitch

at the beginning of the utterance.



HE EET IBRMIR R R EE

® VA /\

a. There are many people b. Many

| | |
%L H*L H*L L% %L H*L L%
In the next section, the regularities are discussed that govern the presence of pitch

accents of stressed syllables.

3. Accents in the English accents in lexical phonology

The account below is essentially that presented in Gussenhoven (1991; 2004: ch14).
For it to work, lexical representations must be assumed to be accented. This means that
post-lexically, accents are deleted so as to arrive at the required surface representation.
In fact, the lexical phonology is split between two levels, Level 1 and Level 2. Only at

Level 1 can accents be assigned.

3.1 Level 1

Accentuation of words is done on the basis of the primary word stress: feet are
accented, except those after the primary stress. How does this work in Optimality
Theory? First, OT has constraints, which are ranked. Constraint FINAcc (5) assigns
an accent to the main stress, and INITACc assigns one to the initial foot. We could also
assume that accents are assigned to all feet except the foot after the main stress. Words
that would get assigned three accents, such is Timbuctoo or Apalachicola, would lose the

middle accent by a rhythm rule, to be discussed below).

(4) Final Accent (FINAcc): Align (*,Ft’)
(5) Initial Accent (InrrAcc): Align (*, Word, Left)

As a result of (4) and (5), the words in (1) are accented as in (7a) and those in (2) as

in (6b), where capitalization indicates an accented syllable.



