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1. Intro 

In Portuguese, informational focus can be marked using more than one 

strategy: a prosodic strategy (to emphasize the element that is the 
informational focus of the sentence) or a syntactic strategy (to move the 

focused constituent to the end of the sentence). Clearly, prosodic and 

syntactic principles are in conflict when it comes to organizing sentences 

with focused constituents here. In this presentation we will see how 
Portuguese grammar solves this conflict between prosody and syntax when 

informational focus is at stake. We show that Brazilian and European 

Portuguese adopt different strategies to mark informational focus. 

Our analysis is based on question-answer pairs in wh-questions, such as 

the following: 

 

(1) Quem foi que comeu o bolo?  Who ate the cake? 

a. O JOÃO.         JOHN. 

b. O JOÃO comeu o bolo.        JOHN ate the cake. 

c. O João comeu O BOLO.       John ate THE CAKE. 

d. Comeu o bolo O JOÃO.  Ate the cake JOHN. 

 

 

In Brazilian Portuguese (BP), only sentences (a) and (b) are suitable 

answers to the question in (1) – clefts are also good candidates (‘Foi o João 

(que comeu)’, It was John (who ate it))
i
. In European Portuguese, (d) is a 

good answer; (c) doesn’t make sense in any known language. 

 

2. Constraints in Portuguese grammar 

BP grammar is using different grammatical strategies than European 
Portuguese (EP) when it comes to the linearization of focused elements, 

namely: in (b) the focused constituent receives the main intonational accent 

of the sentence and there is no change in the basic SVO order of the 
sentence; in (d) the basic word order is lost in order to keep the focused 

constituent ([o João]) in the final linear position of the sentence, the 

canonical position for the main accent of the sentence. In other words, the 
syntactic organization of phrases with informational focus seems to be 

respecting two principles of different natures: 

 

STRESSFOCUS: the informational focus should be marked by the 

prominent prosodic stress of the sentence
ii
.  

 

 ALIGNFOCUS: a constituent that carries informational focus must 

occupy the rightmost position of the sentence
iii

.  
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Answer (c) is unacceptable in both varieties of Portuguese (and probably in 

any natural language) precisely because it violates these two principles: the 

focused constituent ([o João]) does not receive strong prosodic stress, nor 
is it in the rightmost position of the sentence. 

 Notice that the two principles above are related to prosody 

(STRESSFOCUS) and informational structure (ALIGNFOCUS). We 
believe that one other constraint is also important in the grammar of 

Portuguese focused elements, this being the syntactic constraint (STAY), 
formulated as follows: 

 

STAY: traces are not allowed
iv
. 

 

Basically, the STAY constraint penalizes syntactic movements. With these 
three constraints at hand, we can analyze Portuguese data: 

 

Tableau 1: Who ate the cake? (BP analysis) 

 

The ranking of these three restrictions in BP grammar is as follows: 

STRESSFOCUS >> STAY >> ALIGNFOCUS 

 

In other words: the most important constraint in BP is STRESSFOCUS, 

followed by STAY, which is more important than the lower constraint, 

ALIGNFOCUS. Thus, the analysis correctly points to the excellent 
candidate in BP: ‘O JOÃO comeu o bolo’, JOHN ate the cake. Even 

though this candidate does violate ALIGNFOCUS, it does so in order to 
maintain the basic superficial SVO order (obeying, therefore, STAY). 

Candidate (c) violates the most important constraint (STRESSFOCUS), 

along with the violation of ALIGNFOCUS; candidate (d) violates the second 

most important constraint (STAY).  

In European Portuguese, we find a different analysis. 

 

Tableau 1: Who ate the cake? (EP analysis) 

 

The ranking of these three restrictions in EP grammar is as follows: 

STRESSFOCUS >> ALIGNFOCUS>>STAY 

 

Final remarks 

This short presentation investigated the grammatical mechanisms behind 
the organization of focused elements in Brazilian and European 

 STRESSFOCUS STAY ALIGNFOCUS 

O JOÃO comeu o bolo 

JOHN ate the cake 

  * 

O João comeu O BOLO 

John ate THE CAKE 

*!  * 

Comeu o bolo O JOÃO 

Ate the cake JOHN 

 *!  

 STRESSFOCUS ALIGNFOCUS STAY 

O JOÃO comeu o bolo 
JOHN ate the cake 

 *!  

O João comeu O BOLO 

John ate THE CAKE 

*! *  

Comeu o bolo O JOÃO 
Ate the cake JOHN 

  * 
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Portuguese. We tried to show how prosodic, syntactic and information 

structure constraints compete with each other and act decisively in 

establishing the order of the elements of the sentence both in BP and EP. 

From the descriptive point of view, our work intends to deepen the 
understanding of the mechanisms of focus marking, both from the 

syntactic point of view and from the prosodic point of view. As we have 

seen, we could show how the grammar of BP is different from the 
grammar of EP with regard to the organization of sentences with focused 

constituents. From the theoretical point of view, the work aims to deepen 

the understanding of the role of different grammatical conditions in 
determining the syntagmatic structure of sentences and narrowing the 

syntax-prosody interface. 
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