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Introduction

Prosody is often seen as mere emotional embellishment.
But evidence shows prosody affects:

Speech comprehension
Speech planning

Speakers construct a prosodic skeleton before lexical specification.
Listeners exploit prosody to resolve ambiguity, even during silent
reading.
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Prosody in Comprehension

Beach (1991): prosody helps resolve syntactic ambiguity early.
Fodor (2002a, 2002b): Implicit Prosody Hypothesis – silent readers
project a prosodic contour.
Prosody influences syntactic attachment and interpretation, even
without an acoustic signal.
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Complement-Verb Ambiguities (Beach 1991)

Jay believed the gossip . . . about the neighbours right away.

Jay believed the gossip . . . about the neighbours wasn’t true.

Beach (1991) shows that listeners can disambiguate sentences before
the full utterance.
Prosodic cues such as pitch and duration support early decisions
between complement vs. direct object readings.
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Implicit Prosody Hypothesis (Fodor 2002)

In silent reading, a default prosodic contour is projected onto the
stimulus, influencing syntactic ambiguity resolution. (Fodor 2002)

English examples discussed by Fodor (2002):
I met the divorced bishop’s daughter.
(interpreted as: daughter of the divorced bishop)
I met the recently divorced bishop’s daughter.
(interpreted as: the bishop’s divorced daughter)

Similar effects in Japanese:
(kyokutanni) shinsetsuna gakusei-no imooto

where insertion of an adverb affects the prosodic pattern and
attachment preference.
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Attachment Effects Without Additional Words

I met the niece of the king Spaniards hated.

(attachment preference: niece)
I met the niece of the king Italians hated.

(attachment preference: king)
Fodor (2002) argues that a stress clash in the first version can signal a
structural break, leading to non-local attachment.
In the second version, the absence of a strong clash leads to more
local attachment.
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Cross-Linguistic Differences in Attachment

Cross-linguistic attachment preferences discussed in the implicit
prosody literature:

English:
“Someone shot the servant of the actress who was on the balcony.”
60% low attachment
Spanish:
“Alguien disparó contra la criada de la actriz que estaba en el balcón.”
40% low attachment

Slavonic (Croatian) example from Lovrić (2003):
Pokusali smo nazvati kcerku politicarke koja/sto voli pjevati u
drustvu.

Lovrić (2003) shows that implicit prosody can produce different
attachment preferences across languages.
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Speech Planning Overview

Classic model: plan syntax, then retrieve words and sounds (Levelt,
Roelofs & Meyer 1999).
Prosodic view: planning is organized in prosodic units such as prosodic
words and intonational phrases (Keating & Shattuck-Hufnagel 2002).
Evidence from phrase length and planning scope suggests long-range
prosodic planning (Krivokapić 2010).
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Prosodic Hierarchy from Syntax

Figure: Schema showing prosodic hierarchy derived from syntax, after Keating &
Shattuck-Hufnagel (2002).
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Lexical Errors and Look-Ahead

Speech errors illustrating look-ahead in planning, discussed by Levelt
et al. (1999) and Keating & Shattuck-Hufnagel (2002):

“chee kains” → intended “key chains”
“Sicks and the Kneltics” → intended “Knicks and the Celtics”
“you getter stop for bas” → intended “you better stop for gas”

Stress clash example (Keating & Shattuck-Hufnagel 2002):
JAPanese INstitute avoids stress clash (vs. JapanESE INstitute)

Iterative look-ahead example:
MISSissippi LEGislators’ ANtique NINEteen TWENty-seven
MOtorcars

These patterns suggest that speakers construct a prosodic
representation that looks ahead beyond the immediately spoken word.
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Prosodic Hierarchy Example

Figure: Prosodic hierarchy for “The puppies chased those hypopotamuses” before
restructuring (adapted from Keating & Shattuck-Hufnagel 2002).
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Prosodic Restructuring Example

Figure: Prosodic hierarchy after restructuring for balanced phrase length
(following Keating & Shattuck-Hufnagel 2002).
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Word-Form Effects and Intonation (Korean)

Jun (1993) shows that intonation can govern the domain of
phonological rules in Korean.
Example sentence: “A black cat’s ankle”:

One accentual phrase: “Gojangie Balmok”
Three accentual phrases: “Kojangie Palmok”

Figure: F0 contour with a single accentual phrase (based on Jun 1993).
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Different Accentual Phrase Example

Figure: F0 contour with three accentual phrases, leading to a different application
of the lenis stop rule (Jun 1993).
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Melinger Model of Planning

Figure: Melinger model.
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Prosody Demonstration Video (links)

Demo 1 — start at 0:55
Demo 2 — start at 1:17
Demo 3 — start at 3:27
Demo 4 — start at 8:20
Demo 5 — start at 6:32
Demo 6 — start at 5:18
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?app=desktop&v=8oE0oBcwVVw&t=55s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?app=desktop&v=9CannLlAxlk&t=77s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?app=desktop&v=9CannLlAxlk&t=207s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Q2YYTAepwJU&t=500s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kWq0FYEzt64&t=392s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ui7DPpL7cq8&t=318s


Conclusion

Prosody is a fundamental part of language, not just emotional
decoration.
It shapes both speech production (planning scope, phonological rules,
restructuring) and comprehension (ambiguity resolution, attachment).
Even in silent reading, implicit prosody guides parsing.
Treating prosody as central may reveal key insights about language
and cognition.
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