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Contrast comes first, but syntax takes over: Sequential interpretation
of pitch prominence
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Abstract

Pitch accent in Japanese serves multiple duties, allowing
different linguistic interpretations of the same prosodic
signal. For example, a pitch rise on N-Gen in [modifier +
N-Gen + NJ], which allows two branching structures can be
understood as part of a cue to (i) non-default right-branching
(RB) syntax or (ii) contrastive focus on N-Gen (e.g., blue
cats, as opposed to something else that’s blue). The results
from two VWP experiments demonstrated that contrastive
focus is computed immediately if such an interpretation is
pragmatically felicitous. The same prosodic cue is then
re-interpreted as a signal to syntax after the branching
ambiguity is resolved by subsequent input.
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