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Chapter Two: The Stress  

Complex Word Stress 
! Complex words are of two major types: 

 
" words made from a basic word form (which we will call the stem), with the addition of an 

affix; and 
" compound words, which are made of two (or occasionally more) independent English 

words (e.g. 'iceream', 'armchair'). 
 

1. Words with affixes: affixes are of two sorts in English:  
1.1. prefixes, which come before the stem (e.g. prefix 'un-' + stem 'pleasant' —> 'unpleasant')  
1.2. suffixes, which come after the stem (e.g. stem 'good' + suffix '-ness' —> 'goodness'). 

 
o Affixes have one of three possible effects on word stress: 

 
1.The affix itself receives the 

primary stress 
2.The word is stressed as if the 

affix were not there 
3.The stress remains on the 

stem, not the affix, but is 

shifted to a different syllable 

Eg : semi+circle# 
 

       

Eg : market –marketing # 

 

Eg : magnet-magnetic #  

 

 

o There are so many suffixes that it will only be possible here to examine a small proportion 
of them: we will concentrate on those which are common and productive - that is, are 
applied to a considerable number of stems and could be applied to more to make new 
English words 

 
! Table 1: 

 
Suffixes carrying primary stress themselves 
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! Table 2 
Suffixes that do not affect stress placement 

 
Note: 

 
 
 

Suffixes that influence stress in the stem 
Primary stress is on the last syllable of the stem. 

 
 
Note:  when the suffixes '-ance', '-ant' and '-ary' are attached to single-syllable stems, the stress is 
almost always placed on the stem (e.g. 'guidance', 'sealant', 'dietary'). 
 

o Prefixes:  
Because prefixes do not affect stress placement, the best treatment seems to be to say that 
stress in words with prefixes is governed by the same rules as those for polysyllabic words without 
prefixes 
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Exercise: 
 Mark the stress on the following words with justification according to the influence of 
suffixes . 

Word Stress placement Justification 

refugee � 
mountaineer  
Portuguese � 
cigarette  
arabesque 
Advantageous 
photography' 
proverbial climatic 
perfection injurious 
tranquility reflexive 
comfortable � 
refusal  
wonderful � 
� birdlike � 
glorify � 
otherwise � 
poisonous � 
punishment  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 


