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It has long been known that English compound stress assignment is subject to variation.
Whereas the majority of binary noun-noun compounds is left-prominent, there is a substantial
number of compounds which are right-stressed (cf. for example, dpera glasses, watch-maker
and Oxford Street versus steel bridge, morning paper, and Madison Avenue). Among other
factors, semantics has traditionally been assumed to play a role in explaining variation in
compound stress assignment (e.g. Sampson 1980, Fudge 1984, Ladd 1984, Liberman &
Sproat 1992, Sproat 1994, Olsen 2000, 2001, Spencer 2003, Giegerich 2006, Plag et al. 2007,
2008). However, the nature of these semantic factors is unclear. Why should certain semantic
categories or relations favor rightward stress, while other categories or relations prefer
leftward stress? In this paper we present the results of two studies that investigate potential
semantic effects on compound stress assignment.

In order to better understand the semantic effects proposed in the literature, we first
test an alternative to existing semantically based approaches. Whereas in the literature a large
set of quite heterogeneous categories has been proposed to be relevant for compound stress
assignment, we investigate the idea that semantic closeness between constituents is the
underlying variable. For example, a locative relation between the constituents is less close
than an argument-head relation, with pertinent consequences for stress assignment. Thus, a
larger semantic distance would be expected to correlate with a higher probability of rightward
stress (in line with predictions, for example, by Giegerich 2004, 2006). To study this, we
employ the differentiation of conceptual relations as formalised in frame semantics as
represented in  the Berkeley = FrameNet database (Fillmore &  Baker,
http://framenet.icsi.berkeley.edu/)to categorise the semantic relations between compound
constituents. Our analysis shows that semantic closeness is indeed relevant in compound
stress assignment — but not in the way expected by much of the literature. Thus, what matters
is how close the second noun is to the first noun, but not how close the first noun is to the
second.

Another kind of influence on stress assignment in compounds is lexicalization (e.g.
Giegerich 2004). It has been shown by Plag and colleagues (2007, 2008) that the frequency
and spelling of compounds (as one or two words) can be taken as a proxy of lexicalization
and that more lexicalized compounds tend more towards leftward stress assignment. It is
unclear, however, why such a correlation should exist in the first place. A semantic
explanation suggests itself, to the effect that it is semantic opacity that goes together with
leftward stress. In this paper we investigate both types of semantic effect.

To test semantic opacity, we use Latent Semantic Analysis (LSA, Landauer et al. 1998
et seq.) to measure the semantic transparency of some 10,000 compounds from different
corpora. LSA is a computational model which constructs meaning relationships between
words on the basis of large text corpora. It turns out that there is a significant relationship
between the LSA scores and stress assignment, with the semantics of the left constituent
having the greatest effect. Introducing this new and gradual measure of transparency, our
analysis is the first to empirically validate the correlation between semantic transparency and
compound stress assignment that was proposed in the literature.

In sum, the present paper in part confirms and in part challenges earlier assumptions
about the role of semantic factors in explaining variation in English compound stress
assignment. On the one hand we for the first time find strong empirical evidence for the two



factors semantic transparency and semantic closeness. On the other hand, these effects do not
easily submit to an explanation in terms of traditional morphological theory. Thus, none of the
effects is categorial, and it is the non-head that plays a more important role than the head.
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