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Does secondary stress exist in Norwegian?

Overview:

• In Norwegian words, there is only one syllable that can realize both a tonal contrast
and a length contrast. This is traditionally called the ‘stressed’ syllable.

• It has been common to assume that there are intermediate levels of stress in Norwe-
gian, so-called ‘secondary stress’.

• This view is, however, based on assumptions that certain segments and prosodic
features must be licensed by stress.

• It is not clear why these assumptions are made, and they can safely be discarded.

• As a result, there is no need to postulate ‘secondary stress’ in Norwegian.

1 Preliminaries
(1) By Norwegian here is meant contemporary ‘Urban East Norwegian’ (Kristoffersen

2000: 8–10).

(2) I will assume traditional views on syllables and stress. This talk is only about ‘sec-
ondary stress’ within such a framework.

(3) I will only look at single polysyllabic words spoken in isolation.

2 Stress
(4) In Norwegian words, there is one and only one syllable in which both a tonal con-

trast and a length contrast can be realized.

(5) These contrasts can only be realized on a vowel.
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(6) This gives a possible four-way contrast:

• /mɑ̀tɑ/ – /mɑ̀ːtɑ/ – /mɑ̂tɑ/ – /mɑ̂ːtɑ/

(7) The syllable with these two possible contrasts is assumed to have (primary) stress
(Kristoffersen 2000: 141).

3 Length

3.1 Vowel length
(8) As seen in (6), length is contrastive.

(9) The length contrast is realized almost exclusively on the vowel, with long vowels
being about twice as long as short vowels.

(10) Long to short vowels
Source Ratio
Fintoft (1961: 33–34) 1.5–2
Vanvik (1972: 151–152, 154) 2.1–2.7
Payne et al. (2017: 146, 153) 1.4–3.3

3.2 Consonant length
(11) A consonant immediately following a stressed short vowel is typically, but not nec-

essarily, lengthened = ‘long’ consonant.

• [mɑ̂tˑə] ‘mat; math’ – [ʋîsˑtə] ‘know.pret’

(12) A consonant is not lengthened following a stressed long vowel = ‘short’ consonant.

• [mɑ̂ːtə] ‘feed.inf’ – [ʋîːstə] ‘show.pret’

(13) ‘Long’ to ‘short’ consonants
Source Ratio
Fintoft (1961: 34) 1.1–1.2
Jensen (1962: 679–680) 1.2
Vanvik (1972: 151–152, 154) 1.1–1.4
Payne et al. (2017: 146, 153) 1.0–1.8
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(14) If the stressed short vowel is followed by more than one syllable, consonant length-
ening is claimed to be absent altogether (Alnæs 1925: 17, Vanvik 1972: 148).
• [ɑ̀nɑnɑs] ‘pineapple’ – [dùminu] ‘domino’

3.3 Analysis
(15) Vowel length is the primary, and obligatory, realization of the length contrast in (6).

(16) Speakers use consonant length as a secondary, and optional, enhancement of the
length contrast.

(17) Listeners use consonant length as a weak secondary cue to the length contrast.

(18) Van Dommelen finds that ‘long’ consonants (ratio 1.5) reduce the perceived duration
of a preceding vowel only by 5 % (1999: 111, 114).

4 Contrasts outside of stress
(19) A tonal contrast can only be realized in one location of the word. The following is

therefore not a possible contrast:
• */sɑ̂mɑ̀tɑ/ – */sɑ̂mɑ̂tɑ/

(20) An existing tonal contrast is lost when that syllable loses stress (Kristoffersen 2000:
141):

/ɭɑ̀nə/ ‘country.def’ /ɭîsomɭɑnə/ ‘pretend country.def’
/ɭɑ̂nə/ ‘land.inf’ /ɭîsomɭɑnə/ ‘pretend land.inf’

/jæ̀ːɳə/ ‘trap.def’ /ɾêːʋəjæːɳə/ ‘fox trap.def’
/jæ̂ːɳə/ ‘brain’ /ɾêːʋəjæːɳə/ ‘fox brain’

(21) Unlike tone, a length contrast can be realized also outside of the stressed syllable:
• /ʉ̂ːtɑk/ ‘ingratitude’ – /ʉ̂ːtɑːk/ ‘jack; outlet; withdrawal’
• /hɑ̀ɡis/ ‘haggis’ – /tø̀ɾiːs/ ‘dry ice’

(22) An existing length contrast is retained when that syllable loses stress (2000: 141):

/tɑp/ ‘bundle of hay’ /sæ̂ʋətɑp/ ‘bundle of hay for sheep’
/tɑːp/ ‘loss’ /sæ̂ʋətɑːp/ ‘loss of sheep’

/ɭêsə/ ‘load.inf’ /bɾôːɭesə/ ‘quickly load.inf’
/ɭêːsə/ ‘read.inf’ /bɾôːɭeːsə/ ‘quickly read.inf’
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5 Secondary stress?
(23) There is a long tradition in assuming intermediate levels of stress in Norwegian.

(24) The point of departure here will be the seminal treatment by Kristoffersen (2000),
who assumes two intermediate levels of stress:

• ‘Weak secondary stress’
• ‘Strong secondary stress’

(25) It is not clear what the distinction between ‘weak’ and ‘strong’ secondary stress is,
and Kristoffersen admits that “there does not seem to be a perceptible difference be-
tween the two secondary stress levels” (2000: 193).

(26) Under Kristoffersen’s analysis, ‘secondary stress’ is an abstract notion, and is theo-
retically formalized as ‘mark on the next highest line in the bracketed grid that is
not promoted to the top line’ (2000: 145, 167).

Primary stress x
Secondary stress (x x)
Stress feet (x x) (x x)
Segments C V C. C V C. C V

5.1 Weak secondary stress
(27) If the first syllable of a word does not have primary stress, then it has ‘weak sec-

ondary stress’ (Kristoffersen 2000: 163–166).

(28) Kristoffersen’s arguments are the following:

1. In open syllables, the vowel [ɛ] can only exist if it is part of a “stress foot”. Word
forms like [tɛ.ɭə.¹fuːn] and [sɛ.ɭək.¹ʂuːn] demonstrate that the initial syllable has
secondary stress (2000: 21, 164).

2. In vernacular varieties of Norwegian, “primary stress may be moved to the ini-
tial syllable”, giving [²tɛɭ.ɭə.ˌfuːn] and [²sɛɭ.ɭək.ˌʂuːn]. This means that an initial
stress foot is built before the primary stress is moved there (2000: 165–166, 272).

(29) These arguments are, however, built on assumptions:

1. (a) That [ɛ] in open syllables must be licensed by a stress foot is required under
the assumption that [ɛ] and [ə] are the stressed and unstressed allophones,
respectively, of the same phoneme /e/. Once that assumption is removed,
its support for secondary stress also disappears (Vanvik 1972: 134–135).
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(b) There is an apparent circularity in the argument. The presence of [ɛ]
demonstrates the presence of stress, and the presence of stress explains
the presence of [ɛ]. Each of the two assumptions rests on the other as-
sumption.

(c) The vowels [ɛ] and [ə] do in fact contrast in a final closed syllable:

/ʂø̂ːʋet/ ‘sea sense’ /ʂêɭet/ ‘skeleton’ /kùːpek/ ‘kopek’
/ʂø̂ːʋət/ ‘pushed’ /ʂêɭət/ ‘scaly’ /tɑ̂ɭək/ ‘plate’

(d) The contrast is lost in other positions, and people disagree whether the
vowel is [ɛ] or [ə]. Cf. that Berulfsen transcribes [selekʃo: ń] with [e] in
the second syllable (1969: 279), whereas Kristoffersen transcribes it with
[ə]. It is possible to generalize over the loss of contrast between [ɛ] and [ə]
with reference to position, without the need to resort to ‘secondary stress’.

2. (a) The prior existence of an initial stress foot before stress movement is a
theory-internal requirement. Under a different approach, e.g. a non-deriva-
tional account, such an assumption would be unwarranted.

(b) No arguments are provided why the stress has moved to the initial syllable
from an earlier location elsewhere in the word, instead of being placed on
the initial syllable from the start.

(c) It is unclear how the placement of primary stress in one variety of Norwe-
gian informs us about secondary stress in a different variety of Norwegian.

(30) Unlike primary stress, there are no known phonetic correlates of ‘weak secondary
stress’ (Kristoffersen 2000: 163).

5.2 Strong secondary stress
(31) A ‘strong secondary stress’ is found in two instances:

• On certain derivational suffixes, e.g. /-heːt/ and /-dom/ (Kristoffersen 2000: 44,
182, 184).

• On all non-initial members of compounds. The first member has primary stress
(2000: 184).

(32) There is only one argument for this view:

• Themorphemesmentioned in (31) have either a long vowel or a lengthened con-
sonant, and since segmental length only exists in stressed syllables, it shows
that some level of stress must be present on these morphemes (2000: 117–120,
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184).

(33) This argument is, however, also based on assumptions:

• That segmental length is dependent on stress is a theoretical assumption, and
there is no clear reason why length cannot exist independently of stress.

• According to Kristoffersen, segmental length is a consequence of stress (2000:
117–120). The reasoning is thus circular: A long segment indicates the presence
of stress, and the presence of stress explains why the segment is long.

• Kristoffersen admits that there is a “lack of clear phonetic cues” to lengthened
consonants in these morphemes (2000: 190). To my knowledge, such length-
ening has never been demonstrated.

6 Conclusion
(34) There is one location in the word that is more prominent than others, in that it is the

only location in which a tonal contrast can be expressed = ‘stress’.

(35) There are no other prosodic contrasts that are limited to specific parts of the word,
nor any other prosodic contrast that is lost when the location of stress is changed.

(36) As a result, there is no need to postulate any intermediate levels of stress.

References
Alnæs, Ivar (1925). Norsk uttaleordbok. 2nd ed. Utgitt av Bymålslaget. Oslo: H. Aschehoug & Co. (W. Nygaard).
Berulfsen, Bjarne (1969). Norsk uttaleordbok. Utgitt av Bymålslaget. Oslo: H. Aschehoug & Co. (W. Nygaard).
van Dommelen, Wim A. (1999). Auditory accounts of temporal factors in the perception of Norwegian disyl-

lables and speech analogs. Journal of Phonetics 27(1): 107–123.
Fintoft, Knut (1961). The duration of some Norwegian speech sounds. Phonetica 7(1): 19–39.
Jensen, M. Kloster (1962). “Long consonant after short vowel”. Proceedings of the fourth international congress

of phonetic sciences (University of Helsinki, Sept. 4–9, 1961). Ed. by Antti Sovijärvi & Pentti Aalto. Janua
linguarum. Studia memoriae Nicolai van Wijk dedicata. Series maior 10. The Hague: Mouton & Co,
pp. 678–681.

Kristoffersen, Gjert (2000). The phonology of Norwegian. The phonology of the world’s languages. Oxford:
Oxford University Press.

Payne, Elinor, Brechtje Post, Nina Gram Garmann, & Hanne Gram Simonsen (2017). The acquisition of long
consonants in Norwegian.The phonetics and phonology of geminate consonants. Ed. by Haruo Kubozono.
Oxford studies in phonology and phonetics 2. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 130–162.

Vanvik, Arne (1972). A phonetic-phonemic analysis of Standard Eastern Norwegian. Part I.Norwegian Journal
of Linguistics 26(2): 119–164.

6


