
Why the focus ken of Modern Hebrew is not verum focus 

 
 

Introduction. We present a phenomenon in Modern Hebrew where an accented affirmative adverb ken ‘yes’ 

adjoins to the verb in a proposition p and contributes the meaning ‘indeed p’. Similar phenomena were 

investigated in English and German, under the term verum (‘truth’) focus, and are often explained via a silent 

“truth” operator at the left periphery of the clause. We show that the Hebrew ken construction is less restricted 

than the English and German counterparts in the sense that it is not limited to verbs and can also modify 

attributive adjectives, and that in such cases, the accepted meaning does not relate to the truth value of the 

proposition, but rather to the focus-alternative set created by switching the adjective with its negation. This 

supports a simple focus based analysis to the phenomenon in Hebrew, which does not assume a verum 

component. We then suggest extending this understanding to English, showing that when the same stress pattern 

is applied to relative clauses, which are of the same semantic type as adjectives, the meaning is once again not 

related to truth values but rather to the set of alternatives generated via the relative clause and its negation. 

Background. Verum focus, also known as polarity focus, is described since at least Hohle (1992) as a 

prosodic pattern which conveys the speaker’s belief in the truth value of the utterance through stress on the 

verb or auxiliary, as in (1) (taken from Gutzmann et al. 2020). Importantly, the felicity of this prosody 

depends upon a contrastive alternative given in a previous context, in this case A’s statements. 

(1) A: Ich kann mir nicht vorstellen, dass Peter den  Hund  getreten hat. (German) 

I  can me  not  imagine  that P.  the  dog  kicked has 

  ‘I cannot imagine that Peter kicked the dog.’ 

B: Peter HAT den Hund getreten. 

P.  has the  dog kicked 

  ‘Peter DID kick the dog.’ 

Höhle argues that the meaning associated with the stress pattern in (1B) is generated via a semantic 

component unrelated to other focus-based phenomenon, whose meaning is equivalent to ‘it is true that’. This 

verum element is said to be present in the left periphery of indicative clauses, and gain prominence through 

the prosodic pattern in question. Lohnstein and Stommel (2005) describe this component as a feature 

]+verum] which is activated when accent is placed on the I or VP. Romero & Han (2004) extend the analysis 

to negative polar questions, which are said to involve an epistemic conversational operator VERUM. In 

Zimmermann and Hole (2008), verum has to be rendered as an identity function on propositions: 

[[VERUM]]<<ST>,<ST>> = λpλw.p(w). Gutzmann et al. (2020) reject this analysis and suggest that verum accent 

should be distinguished from focus accent, and that the similarity between the two prosodic patterns in 

English and German is coincidental. The distinct accent realizes a lexical verum predicate, whose function is 

to relate the asserted proposition to a question under discussion. Finally, Richter (1993) and Goodhue & 

Wagner (2018) suggest to analyze verum focus phenomena as run of the mill focus operations, along the 

lines of Rooth (1992), without assuming a designated verum component. The various analyses can roughly 

be divided to ones that assume a semantic verum component and ones that do not. In this paper we provide 

evidence in favor of the latter view, based on evidence from Modern Hebrew.  

Data. We first show that in Modern Hebrew the meaning of verum focus is achieved through an insertion of 

a stressed affirmation adverb yes on the verb, as in (2). This is not unique to Hebrew and is also attested for 

Spanish si ‘yes’ and Yiddish yo ‘yes’. An examples from Spanish is given in (3). 

(2) A: χaʃavti ʃe-amal lo ohevet marak. (Hebrew)

 think.PST.1SG COMP-Amal NEG like.PRTC.FS   soup 

       ‘I thought Amal didn’t like soup’ 

 B:   amal KEN ohevet   marak. 

Amal yes like.PRTC.FS  soup 

  ‘Amal DOES like soup.’ 

(3)  a lola SI le gusta baila-r (Spanish) 

 DAT.PREP Lola yes DAT.3SG like.3SG dance-INF  

 ‘Lola DOES like to dance’  



 

The Modern Hebrew phenomenon is unique in that the stressed ken can also modify adjectives, as in (4a), 

which is where the predictions of the two lines of analyses contrast: Accounts that assume a verum 

component predict the meaning of (4a) to be equivalent to ‘it is true that the chicken is spicy’, similar to 

the meaning of its minimal counterpart in (4b). Accordingly, the licensing context of the stress pattern in 

question would be the alternative claim that the chicken is not spicy. In contrast, standard alternative-

based focus analyses that do not assume a verum component, predict that the alternatives will be 

determined in accordance with the adjective, and that the licensing contexts would be that there is some 

other previously mentioned non-spicy chicken. The facts will be shown to support the latter prediction. 

 

(4)  (a) ze   ha-of    ha-KEN  metubal.   (b) ha-of   ha-ze  KEN metubal 

 this DET-soup  DET-yes spice     DET-soup  DET-this yes spicy 

  ‘This is the SPICY soup.          ‘This chicken IS spicy.’ 

 

This means that a verum-based analysis will have to describe (4a) and (4b) as separate phenomena, where the 

meaning of (4b) is derived via a verum component, and that of (4a) through focus alternatives. A focus-based 

analysis, on the other hand, can derive the meaning in both (4a) and (4b) without assuming additional 

semantic components. 

Proposal. We adopt an alternative based account to focus following Rooth (1992), Schwarzschild (1999) 

and Fox and Katzir (2011) (i.a.), whereby focus evokes a set of contextual alternatives in which the element 

in focus is replaced. In (4b), ken places stress on a predicative adjectives and evokes the set of propositions 

(type <st>) in which the predicate is replaced by its negation, as in (5). A similar operation can derive the 

meaning of stressing the auxiliary in German, as demonstrated in (6). 

(5) [[  (4b)]]  
f 
= {the chicken is spicy, the chicken is not spicy}<st> 

(6) [[  (1B)]]  
f
= {Peter kicked the dog, Peter did not kick the dog}<st> 

In (4a), ken places stress on an attributive adjective modifying a noun, and evokes a set of modified nouns 

(type <e,st>) where the adjective is replaced with its negation, as in (7). 

(7) [[  (4a)]]  
f 
= {spicy chicken, not spicy chicken}<e,st> 

According to the restrictions on free focus (Katzir 2013), both cases must have a focus alternative in the 

context, which is the negated sentence in the case of (4b) (This chicken is not spicy) and the set defined by the 

negation of the adjective in the case of (4a) (the not spicy chicken). These alternatives are then ruled out (e.g. 

via an exhaust operator along the lines of Fox 2007), which leaves us with an emphasized meaning for the 

pronounced alternative. If this analysis is on the right track, we expect the same meaning to arise for English 

verum focus phenomena when they target components of type <e,st>. An appropriate construction to test 

this predictions is that of relative clauses, which are also modifiers of type <e,st>, but contain verbs and can 

therefore host the relevant stress pattern in English. This is indeed the case in (8), where stress on the 

auxiliary does not generate the meaning that it is true that the students did their homework, but rather that 

there are previously mentioned students who didn’t. 

(8) The students who DID do their homework are exempt from the quiz. 

 

To summarize, focus ken in Modern Hebrew does not require a truth operator. With its ability to modify 

adjectives, it can contribute to a general understanding of focus constructions across languages. 
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