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Contrast, or the highlighting of what is said in relation to what could be said, plays a crucial 
role in conveying pragmatic meaning in discourse. In this talk, I revisit this statement: “[the] 
pragmatic effects of contrastiveness arise because speakers use probabilistic expectations 
about the prosody/information structure interface precisely in order to get …pragmatic 
effects. Speakers indicate through the manipulation of expected prominence that their 
utterance means more that its propositional content/information structure suggests. This 
draws attention to the contrastiveness of the [contrastive focus] and therefore intended 
implicatures arising from the presupposition of its alternative set.” (Calhoun, 2009 [1], p. 61; 
see also [2]). In the time since, psycholinguistic research has established contrastive marking 
activates alternatives in discourse, prima facie evidence for the cognitive reality of this 
proposal. Further, an astonishing range of factors have been shown play a role in shaping 
such probabilistic expectations across languages, including segmental and suprasegmental 
phonetic detail, syntactic and semantic cues, gesture and (multi-)lingual experience. I offer a 
laboratory phonologist’s view on how the conception of pragmatic contrast above might help 
us pull together these findings, and shed light on what prominence is. 

In the past decade or so, psycholinguistic evidence has burgeoned for the processing 
effects of contrast consistent with Rooth’s [3] Alternative Semantics [4]. Contrastive 
prominence on a word strengthens priming of contrastive alternatives to that word, while 
non-contrastive semantic associates are either not affected or suppressed, e.g. He 
photographed a FLAMINGO increases priming of pelican but not pink relative to He 
photographed a flamingo, in languages including Dutch [5], English [6,7] and Mandarin 
Chinese [8,9]. Related effects in discourse contexts have been shown in English [11,12], 
German [4,12] and Vietnamese [13]. Parallel findings in Samoan with syntactic clefting show 
these effects are not specific to prosodic prominence, but language-specific contrast marking 
[14]. Recently, we have shown the primed alternative set is surprisingly wide, including 
semantically unrelated alternatives, e.g. farmer in the example above [7]. This establishes that 
listeners infer from contrast that the speaker intends them to evaluate a potentially wide range 
of alternatives in inferring pragmatic meanings. However, these studies largely use 
unambiguous contrast marking (e.g. contrastive pitch accent, cleft), and much remains to be 
understood about how this works with a wider range of potential cues.  

Many factors have now been shown to affect the production and perception of contrast 
across languages. These include subtle phonetic prominence cues at the suprasegmental and 
segmental level, e.g. [15].  Prosodic prominence and syntactic clefting as cues to contrast (or 
focus) are weighted differently in different languages, both when these cues seem to function 
similarly (English and Mandarin), and when they do not (Samoan) [16,17]. These cross-
linguistic differences further affect the perception of prominence itself [16]. There are also 
crucial perceptual differences depending on the grammatical role of the intended contrast, 
subject or object [7,11], and the semantic verb type [18]. Weightings are different again for 
L2 listeners, showing influence of L1 and L2 [17], and can change in language contact 
situations, e.g. over time in te reo Māori [19]. Multimodal cues are also important, e.g. the 
temporal synchronisation between gesture and prosodic structure is tighter in focal regions in 
Turkish [20,21].  

Why are there so many cues, and how do speakers and listeners make sense of them? I 
suggest that we may make progress by considering how contrastive signalling works on a 
pragmatic level, as drawing attention to intended implicature using probabilistic expectations 
about prominence. This in turn may help in developing a more holistic understanding of what 
prominence is, from the phonetic to structural levels. 
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