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How robust is the compound-phrase distinction? Stress evidence from bi- and tripartite constructions in English

In this paper I want to show that the stress criterion, commonly invoked in attempts to draw the compound-phrase distinction in English, is even less reliable than previously thought: it not only fails to correlate with other (semantic, syntactic) criteria for compound status (Bauer 1998, Giegerich 2004) but also draws on incomplete and deeply flawed generalizations regarding stress in compounds and phrases.

I show here that, contrary to perceived wisdom (Halle & Keyser 1971), Liberman & Prince 1977, Giegerich 1992, Liberman & Sproat 1992) and many others,
· NN compounds and phrases can have end-stress.

· NN compounds and phrases can have fore-stress.

· In tripartite – N[NN] and [NN]N – constructions, stress is not governed by the geometry of branching but by the same criteria as govern fore-stress and end-stress in bipartite NN forms.

· The criteria that govern stress in such forms are only partially related to the compound-phrase distinction.

This means that many NNN constructions previously thought to be and contain compounds may (instead or also) be or contain phrases, and that such constructions do not have a single, recurrent phonological form that might serve to distinguish compounds from phrases.
In turn this means that in English, the distinction between word and phrase, in particular that between N0 and N’, remains fuzzy. And if that distinction relates in any way to the functions of naming and describing respectively, then that distinction, too, needs to be revisited or abandoned.
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