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This paper evaluates the relation between the form and the
focus interpretation of sentences in Spanish. We address two research questions (RQ) linked to this topic:

Research questions and main claims

• RQ1: To what extent does sentence form (here: word order + position of nuclear stress) unambiguously mark the focus-background partition (FBP) of a sentence?
• Claim 1: Sentence form does not mark the FBP in Spanish, since sentence forms are often ambiguous
and bad predictors of FBP (empirical claim based on experimental data).
• RQ2: What is the contribution of syntax and prosody to focus interpretation, if they do not mark
the FBP?
• Claim 2: Sentence form serves indeed as a lter reducing the number of possible FBPs, but contextual
cues are often necessary for the denitive focus interpretation.
In Spanish, the FBP inuences both syntax and prosody: focused constituents can be
fronted, cleft from the background, brought into nal position, focused constituents carry the nuclear stress,
and postfocal material is often prosodically compressed (cf. among others Zubizarreta (1998), (1999),
and recent experimental studies by Gabriel (2010), Hoot (2016), Heidinger (2014), Muntendam
(2013), Vanrell & Fernández Soriano (2013), Jiménez-Fernández (2015)). As concerns RQ1 (i.e.,
the predictive power of sentence forms w.r.t FBP), systematic studies are missing. We nd occasional hints
that a certain structure unambiguously associates with a certain FBP; e.g.Zubizarreta (1999) notes that
(1) is limited to narrow subject focus. Hence, it comes as no surprise that the follow-up question (RQ2)
is not addressed in the relevant literature at all.
Background

(1)

(Who ate the mouse?)
Se comió un ratón [el gato]F
ate
a mouse the cat
'It was the cat who ate a mouse'

Details on claim 1
We conducted a production experiment (36 participants, peninsular Spanish), and
analyzed the produced sentence forms w.r.t. their frequency and focus marking power. We considered
sequences of two postverbal constituents, and measured the extent to which the sentence forms (verb-A-B,
verb-B-A, verb-A-B, verb-B-A) are specied for only one FBP. The postverbal constituents we considered
are direct object, locative adjunct, and depictive secondary predicate. The main results are: (i) Half of
the produced sentence forms are not only ambiguous, but even bad probabilistic predictors of the intended
FBP. (ii) Even if an unambiguous sentence form exists for a given FBP, that sentence form is generally
produced less frequently than the ambiguous sentence forms.

Since sentence forms are often ambiguous with respect to FBP, the interplay
between syntax and prosody in Spanish is better described as a lter for FBPs than as a focus marking
device. Depending on how many FBPs survive the syntax-prosody lter, contextual cues are more or
less important for the denitive focus interpretation of a sentence. Contextal cues (such as an overt wh question) are more important for the denitive focus interpretation in cases where several FBPs survive the
syntax-prosody lter than in cases where only one FBP survives. We argue that the lack of unambiguous
Details on claim 2

1

focus marking is not surprising, but rather expected: Context is informative about FBP, and given the
large number of possible FBPs the creation of unambiguous sentence forms would be both costly and
partly redundant (Piantadosi et al. (2012), Levinson (2000)).

References
Gabriel, Christoph (2010): On focus, prosody, and word order in Argentinean Spanish: A minimalist
account. In: Revista Virtual de Estudos da Linguagem  ReVEL, Special edition n. 4: 183222.
Heidinger, Steen (2014): El foco informativo y la posición sintáctica
en español. In: Verba: Anuario galego de loloxia, 41: 5174.
Hoot, Bradley (2016): Narrow
Probus, 28, 2: 335365.

de los depictivos orientados al sujeto

presentational focus in Mexican Spanish:

Jiménez-Fernández, Ángel L. (2015): Towards a typology of
the discourse-syntax interface. In: Ampersand, 2: 4960.
Levinson, Stephen C. (2000): Presumptive meanings:
MIT Press, Cambridge MA.

OT

. In:

Experimental evidence

focus: Subject position and microvariation at

.

The theory of generalized conversational implicature

Muntendam, Antje (2013): On the nature of cross-linguistic transfer:
In: Bilingualism: Language and Cognition, 16, 1: 111131.
Piantadosi, Steven T., Tily, Harry & Gibson, Edward (2012):
in language. In: Cognition, 122: 280291.

.

A case study of Andean Spanish

The communicative function of ambiguity

Vanrell, Maria del Mar & Fernández Soriano, Olga Margarita (2013): Variation at the Interfaces in IberoRomance: Catalan and Spanish Prosody and Word Order. In: Catalan Journal of Linguistics, 12:
253282.
Zubizarreta, Maria Luisa (1998):

. MIT Press, Cambridge MA.

Prosody, focus, and word order

Zubizarreta, Maria Luisa (1999): Las funciones informativas: Tema y foco. In: Bosque, Ignacio & Demonte, Violeta [Eds.]: Gramática descriptiva de la lengua española. Vol. 3. Entre la oración y el discurso.
Morfología, 42154244. Espasa Calpe, Madrid.

2

