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Focus Projection: Communicative Dynamism as an Indicator of Nucleus? 

1. Introduction 
 

Czech utterances are built on a theme – rheme structure, which is something that Vilém 

Mathesius, a Czech linguist and a founder of a Prague School of Linguistics, introduced and 

what Jan Firbas later titled as the Functional Sentence Perspective (FSP). As the word order of 

the Czech language is not fixed, the rheme always stands at the end and carries the important 

part of the utterance. English language, on the other hand, has a fixed word order and therefore 

uses intonation and focus projection as indicators of the most important message, based on 

what the speaker wants to communicate. This project will thus take into consideration the two 

information structures of the above-mentioned languages, focusing on the different placement 

of the nucleus in English. There will firstly be and introduction and description of the rules and 

constraints of focus projection of the English language. Several approaches to focus projection 

will be mentioned, with the main focus being on the pragmatic one. Further there will be an 

introduction of the Czech FSP concept, that led to the founding of another concept called the 

Communicative Dynamism (CD). This project will ultimately try to propose the idea of using 

CD as the indicator of stress within the focused part of a sentence.  

2. Theoretical Background 
 

2.1. Focus Projection  
 

Dwight Bolinger once proclaimed that “accent is predictable (if you’re a mind-

reader)”.1 With this statement he wanted to point out the fact that it is not the syntactic structure 

that influences the distribution of accents in a sentence, but the “semantic and emotional 

highlighting”.2 Usually, when looking at a specific sentence, more than one accent pattern will 

be possible and acceptable, but they won’t be “informationally equivalent”.3 There is a 

difference in meaning when reading the following sentences, as given by Bolinger:  

a) George has PLANS to leave.  

b) George has plans to LEAVE.  

c) Helen left DIRECTIONS for George to follow.  

 
1 Dwight, Bolinger, “Accent Is Predictable (If You’re a Mind-Reader).” Language, vol. 48, no. 3, Linguistic Society of America, 

1972, pp. 633–44, https://doi.org/10.2307/412039. 
2 Daniel Büring “Focus and Intonation”, Routledge Companion to the Philosophy of Language, eds. Gillian Russell and Delia   

Graff Fara, (London: Routledge, 2012) 5.  
3 Büring, “Focus and Intonation”, 5.  
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d) Helen left directions for George to FOLLOW. 

 

The position of the accent therefore changes with different conversational circumstances and 

different communicative intentions. 

As explained by Karlos Arregi in his Focus Projection Theories4, it has been argued by 

many that a sentence with a prosodic peak on a specific word can have several focus readings 

– this phenomenon is called the ‘focus projection’. Meaning that if we look at sentence (1) with 

the stress being on “Paul”, not only does the sentence answer question (a) “Who did Lucy 

kiss?”, but also can be applicable to (b) “What did Lucy do?” or (c) “What happened?”.  

(1) Lucy kissed PAUL. 

Therefore, even though the prosodic stress is placed on the direct object, the semantic focus of 

the utterance can be projected either on the object, on the verb phrase, or on the whole sentence. 

However, in a situation where the prosodic stress is placed on the subject, as in (2), the focus 

cannot be projected on the VP nor the object, nor the entire sentence, as it would not make 

sense as an answer to questions (a) and (b).  

(2) LUCY kissed Paul.  

Thus, the focused part of an utterance is the one that also contains the nuclear pitch accent. The 

focused part does not have to consist of only one word, but it can be a phrase.  

 

2.2. Approaches to Focus Projection 
 

Carlos Gussenhoven in his paper “On the limits of Focus Projection in English” 

mentioned main views on focus projection and its propagators. First, he pointed out Bolinger’s 

view which states that there is simply “no focus projection beyond the word the pitch accent is 

placed on.”5 Another view Gussenhoven introduced stated that not only can focus be projected 

to other constituents, but it can extend over the whole sentence. This view, held for example 

by Selkirk, is called the “extended focus projection.” Daniel Büring in his “Focus Projection 

and Default Prominence” calls it “the standard view”. It is also the same view that will below 

be referred to as the “F-projection approach”.  This approach to focus projection is arguably 

the most basic one. There are three rules that were established by Selkirk:  

 
4 Karlos Arregi, “Focus Projection Theories”, The Oxford Handbook of Information Structure, eds. Caroline Féry and 

Shinichiro Ishiara (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016)  
5 Carlos Gussenhoven, ‘On the Limits of Focus Projection in English’, Focus: Linguistic, Cognitive and Computional 

Perspectives, ed. Peter Bosch and Rob van der Sandt, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999) 44. 
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1. An accented word is F-marked 

2. F-marking of the head of a phrase licenses F-marking of the phrase (head 

projection) 

3. F-marking of an internal argument of a head licenses the F- marking of the 

head (argument projection)6 

 

Arregi in his “Focus Projection Theories” mentioned another set of principles that relate the F-

marking “to the semantics (and pragmatics) of focus and givenness”7. These are as follows:  

1. The focus of a sentence is an unembedded F-marked constituent (F-marked 

constituent not dominated by any other F-marked constituent) 

2. An embedded F-marked constituent is new  

3. A non-F-marked constituent is given 

 

However, as Arregi pointed out, quite a few theorists argued that this approach has many 

limitations and that focus projection is “primarily determined by principles of default 

prominence.”8 This Default Prosody approach entails both prominent focus and default prosody 

as its necessary components. Whereas the former dictates that the focus be maximally 

prominent, the second principle entails that the “prosodic prominence is determined by default 

principles of prosody that are independent of focus.”9 The difference between the standard view 

and this one is that “default prosody will automatically show up pre-focally, but never post-

focally”.10 This view thus allows accent placement outside of the focus. The standard view, in 

contrast, dictates that any accented word is F-marked. However, as we will learn later in this 

project, the notion of default prominence is rejected by the pragmatic approach theorists. 

Lastly, another approach Arregi mentioned is what he called the ‘F-Projection 

Approach’, in relation to which he mentioned a notion of ‘givenness’. In sentence (3) the object 

is already mentioned in the question: (d) “What did Lucy do to Paul?”, therefore the object is 

‘given’ and thus becomes ‘deaccented’ in the answer. The focus of the answer is then placed 

on the new, non-given element, which is the verb in this example. 

(1) She KISSED Paul.  

Had the question been lacking the mention of Paul, as in question (b), the prominence would 

be on the object, the new element, as in sentence (1). This approach is based on the principle 

of pitch accents being paired with “the correct semantic interpretation”11.  

 
6 Daniel Büring, “Focus Projection and Default Prominence”, The Architecture of Focus, eds. Valéria Molnár and Susanne 

Winkler (Berlin, Boston: De Gruyter Mouton, 2011) 
7 Arregi, 193. 
8 Arregi, 196. 
9 Arregi, 189. 
10 Buring “Focus Projection and Default Prominence”, 21. 
11 Arregi, 192. 
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The notion of givenness is a contextual factor that can influence the intonation. It entails 

deaccenting of the previously mentioned elements, shifting the nuclear pitch accent (NPA) onto 

the new constituents in the sentence. According to Büring, the “given” expressions cannot bear 

the NPA. The notion of givenness, as pointed out by Büring, however does not cause 

deaccenting itself. As he explains it, all movement of stress placement is done through 

focusing, and what is more, “all focusing is truly contrastive”.12 He interprets the given element 

as the “background of a focus” and he introduces a concept called “focal target” – a previous 

assertion or a question, to which speakers relate their utterances. Let’s look at the example as 

given by Büring:  

1. Mary’s uncle, who produces high-end convertibles, is coming to her 

wedding. I wonder what he brought as a present. 

a) He brought a [CHEAP convertible]. 

b) #He brought a [RED convertible]. 

c) He brought a red conVERtible. 

‘Convertible’ is a given element, for it is mentioned in the (1) statement, and based on 

previously mentioned rules of givenness, one would expect that in answers a) and b), 

‘convertible’ is correctly deaccented, or ‘backgrounded’. Büring however explains why b) is 

not possible. The reason for that is that ‘cheap convertible’ contrasts with ‘high-end 

convertible’ and ‘red convertible’ does not. According to Büring, ‘high-end’ is a “true 

alternative” of ‘cheap’, therefore these two are in “true contrast” and where the answer is in 

contrast with the focal target, deaccenting of the noun is in place.13  

The question which rises is how can one tell if two particular elements are in true contrast? 

It was suggested that high-end convertible cannot at the same time be cheap convertible, thus 

these two are contrasting each other. Whereas both high-end and cheap convertibles can at the 

same time be red convertibles. Thus, these alternatives are not in true contrast. The b) answer 

would be correctly accented in a question-answer congruence situation such as: What colour 

was the convertible he brought? – He brought a [RED convertible].  

 

 

 

 
12 Daniel Büring, “Focus, Questions and Givenness” Questions in Discourse, eds. Klaus von Heusinger, Edgar Onea and 

Malte Zimmermann. Vol. 2: Pragmatics. Discourse Studies. (2019) 2. 
13 Büring, “Focus, Questions and Givenness”, 107. 
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2.3. The Pragmatic Approach 

The essence of focus projection lays in the connection between intonation and meaning, 

as Daniel Büring stated in his eponymous work. At the beginning of his book, Büring 

mentioned some basic rules of default accenting, he however followed up with a statement 

saying that these rules are lacking in considering the “semantic and emotional factors.”14 

Büring explained that what is important when placing an accent, are contextual factors. He 

gave the following sentences: 

(1) Jerome is having SHELLlfish.  

(2) Who is having shellfish?  

- JeROME is having shellfish.15 

According to Büring, the obligatory, “read out of blue”16 pitch accent in (1) would be on 

shellfish, with possible pre-nuclear accents on ‘Jerome’ or ‘having’. By saying “out of the blue” 

it is meant occurring without any prior given context. This “out-of-the-blue” style stands for 

intuitive and natural accent pattern; it is the default pattern, which among other things dictates 

that open class elements, such as nouns, verbs and adjectives, are the ones to bear the accent, 

in contrast to prepositions, determiners or pronouns, a.k.a. closed class elements, which should 

not be accented. In sentence (2), the contextual factors (meaning the presence of a question) 

thus make ‘Jerome’ the focussed constituent bearing the pitch accent, with the ‘is having 

shellfish’ part deaccented. Thus, it can be said that contextual factors overwrite default accent 

placement. Büring suggested a general pragmatic rule explaining this:  

Question–Answer Congruence:  

In an answer to a constituent question, the element corresponding to the 

‹wh›-phrase in the question must be a focus.17 

 

 As stated by Büring, the NPA is placed on the most prominent syllable of the focus. As 

already noted, this does not mean that the focus is solely on the word that bears the NPA. 

Büring raised a question of what happens when the answer to a question constitutes of a 

complex phrase: 

(Who ordered shellfish?) 

a. JeROME ordered shellfish. 

 
14 Daniel Büring, Intonation and Meaning  (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016) 9. 
15 Büring, Intonation and Meaning  9. 
16 Büring, Intonation and Meaning  9. 
17 Büring, Intonation and Meaning  12. 
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b. My next door NEIGHbor ordered shellfish. 

c. The guy at the table over by the WINdow ordered shellfish.18 

In contrast to (a), where the word with NPA is also the focused constituent, in (b) and (c) 

sentences the focus is projected to the whole subject phrases, with the NPA being indicated by 

capital letters. The focus thus “narrows down”19 where in the sentence the NPA should be 

placed. 

After what Kim did, her mother should probably leave the country. 

a. No, she should [TALK to Kim]. 

b. No, she should [talk to the poLICE].20 

Here it can be perceived that because ‘Kim’ is mentioned in the main sentence, this constituent 

is thus ‘given’ in answer (a), therefore ‘Kim’ as well as the ‘mother’ get deaccented and the 

NPA is moved to the verb within the focused part. 

 

2.4. Functional Sentence Perspective 

In English and its fixed order, we can thus look at a given sentence and read it with 

many different semantic meanings, by just changing the position of focus.  

(1) The chairman of the committee is the owner of NEWSWEEK.  

(2) The chairman of the COMMITTEE is the owner of Newsweek.  

 

The position of the words has not changed, however the meaning is different depending on 

where the prosodic stress lies. In languages with relatively free word order, the situation is 

different. For example, let’s take a look at the Czech translations of these sentences:  

(1) Předseda výboru vlastní Newsweek.  

(2) Vlastník Newsweeku je předsedou výboru.  

 

In Czech, it is the word order that influences the message of sentences, whereas in English, it 

is the “phonological structure that signals the functional perspective of an utterance”, as pointed 

out by František Daneš, a Prague linguist. Functional Sentence perspective (FSP) is something 

that has been introduced and studied in great detail by Prague school of linguists. The founder 

of this concept, Vilém Mathesius, believed that “sentences can be analysed in a binary way into 

 
18 Büring, Intonation and Meaning  13. 
19 Büring, Intonation and Meaning  14. 
20 Büring, Intonation and Meaning 28. 
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two elements”21, the theme (topic) and the rheme (comment). We can relate the theme to a 

concept of givenness, as it is indeed a given, known, or presupposed information, whereas the 

rheme is identified as new information. The Prague school of linguists define the theme as 

“something that one is talking about, that from which the speaker proceeds” while the rheme 

is identified as “what one says about it”.22 FSP was developed to be used as a comparison of 

different languages. (Lipka; 134) According to the Prague linguists, the rheme is considered to 

be the part of the utterance that carries the nucleus of the intonation contour. (Lipka; 134)  

 

3. The Placement of the Nucleus 

As stated earlier, the position of the nucleus “directly influences the meaning of the 

utterance”.23 But how do we know where to place the nucleus in the focused part of the 

sentence? Linguists did not come to a clear agreement as to where to place the NPA. Daneš, 

who used topic and comment in place of theme and rheme, stated that “in many languages” it 

appears that “the comment of the utterance would be associated with the centre (nucleus) of 

the (terminal) intonation contour.”24 Taking this into consideration, in languages such as the 

Czech language, where the rheme (comment) is at the end of a sentence, the nucleus should 

fall on “the last stress-unit of the utterance”.25 Another view as stated by Lipka (Lipka; 140) is 

that it is the speaker who decides on the position of the nucleus in the sentence. Take a look at 

the following examples (Lipka; 138): 

(1) I THOUGHT it was raining.  

(2) I thought it was RAINING. 

Intonation of the sentence and position of the nucleus according to Lipka thus depends on what 

the speaker intends to say and what he wants the hearer to pay attention to. In addition to that, 

Schmerling and Halliday (Lipka 139) are both of the opinion that positioning of the nucleus is 

directly influenced by the preceding question. There are thus several opinions and factors that 

need to be taken into consideration when choosing where to place the NPA. 

 

 
21 Leonhard Lipka, Functional Sentence Perspective, intonation, and the speaker (Gutknecht, Christoph (Hrsg.): 

Grundbegriffe und Hauptströmungen der Linguistik. Hamburg: Hoffmann und Campe, 1977)  133-141. 
22 Lipka, 133. 
23 Lipka, 138. 
24 Lipka, 134. 
25 Lipka, 134. 
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3.1. Communicative Dynamism as an Indicator of Nucleus? 
 

Jan Firbas, also a Prague linguist, in relation to theme and rheme introduced something called 

a communicative dynamism. Firbas worked with the fact that linguistic communication is not 

a static phenomenon. Communicaetive dynamism (CD) is defined as “the extent to which the 

sentence element contributes to the development of the communication”.26 The concept was 

created in order to shed a light on how a sentence works in a communication. (Firbas; 1992) 

Firbas defined it as “an inherent quality of communication [which] manifests itself in constant 

development towards the attainment of a communicative goal.”27 As Firbas stated, “the element 

towards which a sentence […] is oriented conveys the information that completes the 

development of the communication taking place within the sentence […].”28 The element with 

the highest contribution to the development of the communication is thus the most important 

and therefore the most dynamic element which “pushes the communication forward”.29 

4. Analysis 
 

As stated, there are several means that can account for stress placement in an English 

sentence. As mentioned by Daneš, it is usually the comment, therefore the new information, 

that is associated with the positioning of the nucleus. The reason for why it is worth introducing 

the CD in addition to that is that it is not always the new information that is dynamic in the 

sentence. In some instances, the presupposed information (given) can be the one that is the 

most dynamic in the sentence. The stress would then fall on that part of the sentence. Consider 

the following conversation:   

S 1: I only saw the Harry Potter movies and The Lord of the Rings 

movies for the first time this holidays.  

S 2: No way! Which movies did you like better?  

S 1: Definitely the Harry Potter ones.  

In the answer as given by speaker 1, the focus of the sentence is brought back to the already 

mentioned information. Harry Potter, even though information already recoverable from the 

previous sentence, is the most dynamic part of the answer. See the shift in meaning based on 

the position of a stress in the following sentences:  

a) [The CAT] ate the kibble. 

 
26Jan Firbas, Functional Sentence Perspective in Written and Spoken Communication, Studies in English Language 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992) 6. 
27 Firbas, 7. 
28 Firbas, 6. 
29 Firbas, 7. 
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b) The cat [ATE] the kibble. 

c) The cat ate [the KIBBLE]. 

d) The cat [ate the KIBBLE]. 

e) [The cat ate the KIBBLE]. 

The brackets signify the focused part of the sentence and the most dominant part, which is also 

the stressed part, is signalled by the capitals. Looking at the given sentences, we can figure out 

what the corresponding questions to each of the answers most likely will be:  

a) Who ate the kibble? 

b) What did the cat do with the kibble? 

c) What did the cat eat? 

d) What did the cat do? 

e) What happened? 

 

It could thus be said that the element carrying the main stress is also logically the most dynamic 

element of that sentence. Nucleus can be thus defined as the peak of the intonational 

prominence and the point of the highest communicative dynamism. I want to argue that while 

indeed the stress position is influenced by the previously asked question, the context and the 

speaker’s intention, these all belong under the umbrella of communicative dynamism. The 

element that the speaker wants to give the most weight to will usually be the most dynamic 

one, as well as the element that carries the answer to the previously asked question. The 

constituent with the NPA is of the highest dynamic as it moves the conversation forward.  

Consider the following sentence as given by Lipka:  

a) Yesterday (we discussed the financial arrangements).  

In this sentence, ‘Yesterday’ is the theme and the part in the brackets is the rheme. ‘We 

discussed’ represents the transition from theme to rheme. It can thus be said that ‘financial 

arrangements’ is going to carry the NPA, as it is the most dynamic element that pushes the flow 

of the conversation forward.  

5. Conclusion 
 

It can be concluded that there are no straightforward rules that give us a clear answer as to 

where in a sentence should the stress fall. There is an obvious consensus when it comes to the 

fact that the nucleus should be positioned in the focused part of the sentence, however no 

syntactical rules decide the position of the stress withing the focused part of a sentence. 

Pragmatic theorists often explain the position of the nucleus as being related to the intention of 
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the speaker and to previously asked questions. It can thus be said that the stress position in the 

focused part of a sentence is governed by contextual and pragmatic features.  

In this project I wanted to propose that the contextual and pragmatic features influencing 

the position of the stress actually belong under the term of communicative dynamism. When 

looking at a sentence, not only will the nucleus represent the peak of the intonational 

prominence, but it will also be the point of the highest communicative dynamism and vice 

versa. If we look for an element with the highest degree of communicative dynamism in a 

sentence, we will usually find that it is the very same element that also carries the main stress. 

Thus, the question “where is the NPA positioned in the focused part of a sentence?” can be 

answered if one considers the communicative dynamism.  
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