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Abstract

The aim of this study was to test if the meaning of intonational contours involves speaker commitment and attitude attribution to the
addressee. We examined whether the pragmatic choice of a contour signals how the speaker (S) anticipates the reaction of the addressee
(A) to his utterance by attributing attitudes to him and calling for his next move. We focused on four French contours (a fall L*L%, a rise H*H%,
arise-fall H*L% and a rise-fall-rise H+!H*H%). In an original forced-choice interpretation task, participants heard sentences carrying one of
the contours and had to choose among four possible reactions chosen for their hypothetical link to the contour meanings (1 getit; I've noidea; |
guess you're right; No, really, it's true). The results show that L*L% was consistently associated with “l getit”, confirming that A did not know
proposition p before and signaling that p was added to the common ground, H*H% with “I've no idea”, which rejects S’s attribution to A of
knowledge about p, and H+!H*H% with “No, really, it's true”, which signals that A actually believes p while S does not. They give experimental
support to the view that intonational meaning is dialogical.
© 2014 Elsevier B.V. All rights reserved.
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1. Introduction

Intonation is known to convey pragmatic meaning. Specifically, this meaning has often been related to various aspects
of speech acts. The types of claims documented can be broken down into three categories: the first conceives intonational
meaning as an expression of the epistemic attitude of the speaker; the second introduces the dialogical notion of
commitment; and the third extends the inventory of relevant dialogical attitudes at work in intonational meaning.

Thus, the first recurring claim about intonation is that it conveys various epistemic attitudes on the part of the speaker
toward the content of his/her utterance, such as certainty or doubt. For instance, in their study of English intonation,
O’Connor and Arnold (1973) distinguished a high fall nuclear tone conveying “impressed” or “challenging” attitudes from
a low fall expressing “disapproval” or “reassurance”. Liberman and Sag (1974) “contradiction” contour was reinterpreted
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as conveying speaker uncertainty by Ward and Hirschberg (1985). Concerning the intonation system of French, Delattre
(1966) proposed that the rising-falling contour that he called “implication contour” expresses obviousness in some
contexts, exasperation, or on the contrary, politeness in others; and Mertens (2008) attributed the expression of
“obviousness” to a contour that falls to the bottom of the pitch range. However, these accounts suffer from two main
problems: (i) the different meanings attributed to contours are not clearly defined and (ii) their association with specific
contours is too vague, to the extent of appearing excessively context dependent.

Several authors have proposed standardizing the various attitudes using the concept of “commitment”, which refers to
how much the speaker presents himself/herself as supporting the truth of the content of his/her utterance despite possible
contention on the part of the addressee (Bartels, 1997; Gunlogson, 2003, 2008). Commitment is therefore a dialogical
attitude of the speaker who projects the addressee’s potential reaction to his/her move. Hence, several authors have
underlined the role of the addressee in intonational meaning: Gunlogson (2003, 2008) associated the falling contours in
declarative sentences in English with commitment on the speaker’s behalf (S) but rising contours with commitment on
behalf of the addressee (A). Steedman (2007) recast this idea, claiming that rising contours rather convey the “attribution”
of commitment to A on the part of S. The commitment approach has the advantage of conceiving intonational meaningin a
more systematic way. The hypothesis that the meanings of contours are organized in a coherent structured system has
also been developed (Gunlogson, 2003, 2008; Steedman, 2007). However, the notion of commitment may not in itself be
enough to cover the variety of intonational meanings in different languages.

Other dialogical attitudes have thus been proposed to account for intonational meaning. For instance, Merin and
Bartels (1997) proposed that some contours convey dominance relationships between interlocutors. Redefining
discourse acts, Beyssade and Marandin (2006) proposed a unified account of four contours in French, assuming that
they represented the main types of contour in the prosodic grammar of French. They claimed that the contours
essentially signal how the speaker projects the reception of his/her utterance given the current state of the
conversation. Their meaning includes both clues as to the actual commitment of the speaker and to the attitudes the
speaker attributes to the addressee. Thus, borrowing an idea from Truckenbrodt (2004), Beyssade and Marandin
(2006) added another dimension to intonational meaning, which they referred to as “call on addressee”. This notion
refers to a request from S concerning A's next move: for instance, a question requires an answer for its next move, an
assertion requires an acknowledgment, etc. Both attributions of commitment and call on addressee give more
theoretical ground for a dialogical approach of intonational meaning including a representation of the addressee in the
meaning definition.

In this study, we focused on declarative sentences, and we did not address the issue of sentences that have
interrogative or jussive syntactic constructions. Building on the idea that intonational pragmatic meaning is crucially
dialogical and conveys S’s commitment, the attribution of attitudes to A by S, and S’s call on A, our study aimed at
determining experimentally whether intonational contours express S’s attitude toward the relation of her utterance and the
common ground being locally under construction in the ongoing interaction. After presenting the model of intonation and
the type of intonational data we used in this study (section 2), this paper details the notions of commitment, attitude
attribution and call on addressee and their relationship to intonational meaning, as developed in the literature (section 3).
In the second part of the paper (section 4), we describe an original forced-choice interpretation task in which participants
have to choose among four possible reactions reflecting how they would react if the speaker were addressing them and
given the attribution of attitude to them by the speaker, inherent in the contour used by the speaker. A discussion of the
results and their implications for a dialogical view of intonational meaning, anchoring it in an interactional context follows
(section 5). We then go on to conclude and outline a number of perspectives (section 6).

2. Intonational background

Intonation refers to what is perceived as the melody and the rhythm of spoken language. Intonational phonology
defines it as “the use of suprasegmental phonetic features to convey ‘postlexical’ or sentence-level pragmatic meanings
in a linguistically structured way.” (Ladd, 2008:6). Intonation operates with four acoustic parameters of speech:
fundamental frequency (f0), loudness, length of syllables and voice quality. Intonational contours (or tunes) are
continuous pitch movements associated with utterances. Following the autosegmental-metrical framework (AM) adopted
here, contours are conceived as tonal movements, made up of a combination of different kinds of tones — each tone being
either high (H) or low (L). Some of them are associated with prominent syllables (metrically strong syllables). These are
referred to as pitch accents and are coded T*. Other tones mark the edges of prosodic constituents of different levels: at
the edge of the intermediate phrase (ip), they are called phrasal tones and are coded T-; at the end of the larger
intonational phrase (IP), these are referred to as boundary tones and are coded T%.

In French, contrarily to what happens in other Romance languages such as Italian or Spanish, prominent syllables
associated with pitch accents are not lexically defined. The accented syllable is the last full syllable (i.e. different from a



C. Portes et al./Journal of Pragmatics 74 (2014) 15-29 17
IP

AP (AP)

Wc

(WH(WH) (We)

c O O 0 0O

L- Hi T™ T%

Fig. 1. French intonational structure of the intonational phrase (IP) and the accentual phrase (AP).
Adapted from Jun and Fougeron (2000).

syllable whose nucleus is a schwa) of a prosodic domain called Accentual Phrase (AP), which is lower than the ip and the
IP in the prosodic hierarchy. In other words, accent in French is defined at a phrasal level rather than lexically.’

Since the intonational contours under study here are compositions of pitch accents and boundary tones, they are
associated with the IP level, as illustrated in Fig. 1 (adapted from Jun and Fougeron, 2000).

Fig. 1 shows that T* is associated with the last syllable of the AP while T% is associated with the right edge of the IP.
The edge tone L- on the first function word (Wf) of the AP and the high tone Hi occurring on the first syllable of the first
content word (Wc) form the optional initial rise. Many authors have referred to this as “accent d’insistance” (emphatic
stress) (among others Grammont, 1933; Martin, 1975; Rossi, 1980; Dell, 1984; Mertens, 1990), and it has been claimed
that it plays a role in information structure marking (German and D’Imperio, 2010; Beyssade et al., 2011). Since the initial
rise is independently controlled and does not generally involve the shaping of the contour we will have nothing further to
say about it in the rest of the paper.

Various combinations of pitch accents T* and boundary tones T% form the IP final contours in French. The four that
were used in this study were chosen because they have already been well documented: a simple fall L*L%, a simple rise
H*H%, a rise-fall on the last syllable H*L%, and a rise-fall-rise with the fO peak on the penultimate syllable H+!H*H%. Note
thatin the latter contour, the pitch accent H+!H*is bitonal: it is composed of an H leading tone on the penultimate syllable of
the IP, followed by a downstepped !H* tone on the last syllable. The diacritic ‘I’ in ‘IH’ signals that the high tone H is
phonetically implemented lower in the speaker range than the preceding H tone. The tone bearing the star ‘T* is the one
that is aligned with the accented syllable. Four renderings of the utterance ‘Jules a engagé un ingénieur’ (Jules hired an
engineer), illustrating the four contours under investigation, are given in Fig. 2.

These four contours have been identified and described in the literature on French intonation, even if these descriptions
are neither systematic nor always exactly the same. The L*L% contour is represented by a simple fall to the bottom of the
speaker range. It corresponds to Delattre’s (1966) “intonation de finalité” ( finality intonation) or Rossi’s (1981) “intonéme
conclusif” (conclusive intonation). It is widely used in assertoric declaratives and wh-interrogatives (Delattre, 1966;
Vaissiere, 1980; Di Cristo, 1999; Post, 2000; Mertens, 2008). The H*H% contour is a simple rising movement, which may
correspond either to Delattre’s “continuation majeure” (major continuation) or to “question” (question intonation). These two
uses have never been shown to rely on clear differences in the form of the contour, although it has often been suggested
(Faure, 1973; Rossi, 1981; Leon, 1992). Here, we focus on the questioning meaning of H*H%: it has been established that a
declarative sentence with an H*H% contour can be interpreted as a questioning move (Beyssade and Marandin, 2007;
Portes and Beyssade, in press). The H*L% contour is a rising-falling movement realized mostly on the last syllable of
the utterance or its focused constituent. It corresponds to Delattre’s “intonation d’'implication” (implicative intonation).
As for its meaning, this contour has been said to convey obviousness, expressiveness, and to trigger inferences

" This characteristic, which French shares with other languages, makes some specialists of French intonation reject the existence of pitch
accents in this language (Rossi, 1980; Vaissiere, 1983; Féry, 2001, 2013). Conversely, following Jun and Fougeron (2000, 2002) and Post (2000)
among others, we will adopt an AM approach for French intonation allowing for pitch accents and boundary tones.
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Fig. 2. Fourrenderings of the Utterance ‘Jules a engagé un ingénieur’ Jules hired an engineer with the four IP Final Contours: (a) L*L%; (b) H*H%,
(c) H*L% and (d) H+!H*H%.

(Rossi, 1999; Martin, 1975; Delattre, 1966, respectively). More recently, Portes and Reyle (2014) showed that the various
meanings taken by this contour in conversation can be subsumed under a presupposition of contrast, given by a contextually
relevant set of alternatives to the proposition p conveyed by the utterance. Finally, the H+!H*H% contour belongs to a group of
contours, which present a leading H tone on the penultimate syllable of the utterance. According to Dell, one of these
contours “presents [the sentence] as an incredulous or disapproving reply to someone else’s statements” (Dell, 1984:66,
cited and translated by Ladd, 2008:120). Indeed H+!H*H% has been experimentally elicited in contexts expressing
incredulity (Michelas et al., in press). In section 4.2 below, we elaborate the meanings currently attributed to the four contours
in detail, using the pragmatic notions of commitment, attitude attribution and call on addressee.

3. Commitment, attitude attribution and call on addressee

As mentioned in the introduction, a fruitful alternative to the attitudinal approach of contours’ meaning has been
developed through the use of the notion of commitment in the intonational literature (cf. Beyssade and Marandin, 2009 for
arecent survey). Hamblin (1970, 1971) first introduced this notion into formal approaches to dialogue and argumentation.
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Commitment refers to a dialogical attitude of the speaker (henceforth S) with regards to the content of his/her assertion
(other speech acts are not considered in Hamblin’s proposal): in a language exchange conceived as a game, asserting
consists in making public that S is ready to support the asserted content despite potential contention on the part of his/her
addressee (henceforth A): the dialogical aspect of commitment is therefore emphasized. Another important property of a
commitment is that it is compatible with any propositional attitude (belief, desire or intention). In sum, commitment can be
defined as a publicized engagement toward some content (its truth for assertion, but see Gazdar (1981) and Beyssade
and Marandin (2006) for a generalization on other speech acts). In the intonational literature, one finds an early use of the
notion of commitment in Gussenhoven’s (1983) extensive reflexion about intonational meaning: the simple rise in British
English is said to signal that S is NOT committed to the content of his/her utterance. This explains why it is a basic marker
of a question. More recently, Gunlogson (2003, 2008) proposed an important innovation in the use of the notion,
introducing not only S’s commitment but also that of A. In her view, American English falling contours, typically used in
assertions, signal S’s commitment to the truth of the proposition p conveyed by the sentence. Conversely, rising contours,
typically used in confirmation questions, signal A's commitment to it, since A is asked to say whether p is true or not.
However, the idea that a commitment of A can be conveyed by S’s choice of one contour contradicts the idea that a
commitment is crucially an attitude of the speaker, even if it is a dialogical one. Steedman’s (2007) rewording makes
Gunlogson’s intuition in keeping with the original definition: English rising contours rather signal the attribution of that
commitment to A on behalf of S. The dialogical aspect of commitment thus becomes more explicit.

In studies on intonation, Brazil's (1975, 1978) notion of “discourse intonation” converges interestingly with the
commitment trend, which comes from semantic/pragmatic studies. Brazil claims that not only S but also A and their shared
knowledge as attributed to A by S play a crucial role in the choice of intonation contours. For instance, “referring tones”
differ from “proclaiming tones” because the former only evoke background information while the latter “project an
assumption that the matter is not yet accommodated in the hearer’s world” (Brazil, 1985:66). This proposal is to be seen
together with the prosodic marking of information structure, specifically the given/new dimension: see Hirschberg (2003)
and Baumann (2006) for recent overviews and proposals from the intonation side of the literature on this issue. The view
that intonational meaning refers to shared knowledge or “common ground” is also largely and fruitfully developed in
further intonational literature. Pierrehumbert and Hirschberg (1990) thus claimed that the choice of a tune in American
English conveys “a particular relationship between an utterance, currently perceived beliefs of a hearer or hearers (H),
and anticipated contribution of subsequent utterances” (underlining is ours). Similarly, Ward and Hirshberg’s joint work on
the meaning of different tunes (Ward and Hirschberg, 1985; Hirschberg and Ward, 1992, 1995) refers explicitly to Grice’s
Cooperative Principle (Grice, 1975) and to Clark’s conception of mutual knowledge (Clark et al., 1981; Clark, 1992, 1996).
In different Romance languages, the choice of a pitch accent has been said to reflect “the degree of confidence with which
the speaker believes the information to be shared with the interlocutor” (Grice and Savino, 1997:29, see also Vanrell et al.,
2013 for a recent survey).

The model of intonational meaning for French elaborated by Beyssade and Marandin (2007) has the advantage of
explicitly articulating the two notions introduced above: commitment and attitude attribution, and adds a third dimension to
contour meaning: call on addressee. The latter notion is borrowed from Truckenbrodt (2004). Beyssade and Marandin
defined it as follows: “utterances have two types of impact on the dialogical context. On the one hand, they bring about a
new commitment for Speaker; on the other hand, they call on Addressee for him to take up the utterance. (...) For
instance, demands for confirmation, i.e. questioning declaratives, can be analyzed as committing Speaker to their
propositional content on the one hand and, on the other hand, calling on Addressee for him to take up the utterance as a
question (equivalent to a polar question)” (Beyssade and Marandin, 2006:37-38). In a recent paper, Krifka (in press)
analyzes assertions along the same line. The author writes: “l assume that assertion expresses not one, but two
commitments. In asserting a proposition, the speaker first expresses a commitment to the proposition, and then the
speaker calls on the addressee to be also committed to that proposition, with the result that the proposition becomes part
of the common ground”. This two-stage process appears clearly in the analysis of confirmation requests, for which
Beyssade and Marandin have shown that the requests have to be distinguished both from assertions and from questions.
If we consider the utterance “Jean est malade, n’est-ce pas?” or its English counterpart “John is ill, isn't he?”, we assume
that it triggers two updates: firstly S’s commitment to the proposition that John is ill, and secondly the expectation
expressed by the speaker that the addressee takes on board the question “Is Johnill?” and uses the next move to answer
this question. Thus, intonational contours, like tags, specifically contribute to this second and very important aspect of
speech acts, which has to do with what attitude the speaker attributes to the addressee and what he/she expects from the
addressee.

As illustrated in Fig. 3, Beyssade and Marandin (2007) organized the meaning of French tunes within a two-level
hierarchical structure. At the first level, a falling contour contrasts with non-falling contours through the attribution of
attitude to A by S since the choice by S of a fall conveys that A would potentially agree with S’s viewpoint while his/her
choice of a non-falling contour conveys on the contrary that A would potentially disagree with it. At a second level, a rising
contour contrasts with a rise-fall from a penultimate peak contour on the commitment dimension since a rise conveys S’s
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Fig. 3. Beyssade and Marandin’s model of French intonational meaning. The first level of contrast concerns attitude attribution (agreement versus
disagreement, framed by full lines). The second level of contrast refers to commitment (S’s commitment versus the absence of S’s commitment,
framed by dotted lines).

commitment while a rise-fall from penultimate conveys S’s openness to the revision of his/her beliefs. In sum, French
tunes make both S’s commitments and S’s belief about A's belief public.

The present study builds on this idea, that intonational meaning is crucially dialogical and conveys S’s commitment, the
attribution of attitudes to A by S, and S’s call on A. If these hypotheses are true, it should be possible to determine
experimentally whether intonational contours convey S’s attitude toward the local embedding of his move in the ongoing
interaction. Indeed, if speaking is a dialogical activity whereby both S and A track their interlocutor’s knowledge and belief
(Clark, 1996), A's reaction to the utterance should reflect S’s announcements about A's potential disagreement and
commitment.

4. Interpretation experiment
4.1. Objectives and general method

To date, the idea that French intonational meaning is crucially dialogical and relies on speaker commitment, attribution
of attitudes and call on addressee has been developed in theoretical work (Beyssade and Marandin, 2007; Portes and
Reyle, 2014; Portes and Beyssade, in press) and observed in conversational data in a radio debate corpus (Portes, 2004).
However, it has never been tested experimentally.

The design of the present experiment is based on a view that is now commonly accepted among studies of
conversation/dialogue: let a speaker S and his/her addressee A be engaged in conversation. When S addresses his/her
turn t to A, A's reaction to t shows how he/she apprehends S’s turn. The apprehending here ranges from attention to
comprehension and uptake (following Clark’s (1996) four levels of conversation). In particular, when A does not disagree
with S’s turn, he/she may be quick to commit to its content, without explicit acknowledgment, or he/she may comment oniit.
This latter case is known as making an ‘account’ in the tradition of Conversation Analysis. This is the dialogue routine we
used in our experiment.

Participants were asked to behave as if they were in dialogue. They listened to a turn addressed to them. The turn
featured one of the four contours under study. Participants had to react by using a reaction among a fixed set of four
reactions. Each reaction correlated with a contour as an appropriate description of the dialogue state required by the
uptake of the speaker’s turn, given the contour.

Our aim was to capture the distinctive features of the prototypical meanings associated with the four contours under
study. We assumed that specific participants’ reactions reflect how they interpret the contours and how they react as
addressees to the speaker’s attribution of attitudes to them and to the speaker’s call on addressee.

4.2. Hypothesis on contour-reaction pairing

In keeping with the theoretical developments mentioned in section 4.1 above, we hypothesized the following contour-
reaction pairing. By using the fall L*L%, S presents him/herself as committed to the content of the utterance and presents this
content as uncontroversial for A, i.e. easy to add to their common ground, as proposed by Beyssade and Marandin (2007).
Ifthis is the case, a possible reaction of A could then be ‘J’en prends note’ / get it signaling that the content is actually added to
the common ground (CG). With such areply, A conforms to S’s projection that A has no reason to reject or discuss the content
of the utterance and that Awould add it directly to the CG. A second hypothesis is that, using the simple rise H*H%, S presents
A as potentially committed to the content p or to its negation —p. In this case, an appropriate reaction could be ‘J’en sais rien’,
(Pve no idea) which contradicts S’s belief on A's potential commitment, showing that S’s expectation is precisely that A may or
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Table 1
Hypothesized contour-reaction pairing tested in the forced-choice interpretation task.
Contour Prototypical meaning features Reaction
L*L% S commits him/herself to the truth of p J’en prends note
S signals that he/she anticipates no disagreement from A (about p) I get it
S proposes to A to update CG with p A acknowledges that S has no disagreement
about p and that p can be added to the CG
H*H% S signals that he/she doesn’t commit to p J’en sais rien
S signals that he/she attributes a belief about p to A (that p or not p) I've no idea
S proposes to A to commit to p or to commit to not p Contradicts S’s attribution to A
H*L% S commits him/herself to p Tu dois avoir raison
S signals that he/she anticipates a disagreement from A:S signals that he/she I guess you're right
attributes to A the belief that not p. Acknowledgment of S’'s commitment
S proposes to A to update CG with p Remaining potential disagreement of A
H+!H*H% S signals that he/she does not commit to p Si, si, je t'assure
S signals that he/she anticipates a disagreement from A:S signals that he/she No, really, its true
attributes to A the belief that p Comments both on S’s disagreement and
S proposes to A either to commit to p or to commit to not p on the confirmed commitment of A

may not believe p to be true. Asking a confirmation question about p (here using the contour H*H%) to an addressee A, is
appropriate if the speaker makes the hypothesis that A should give him the answer. This is the case if A knows whether p or
—p. By using the reaction ‘I've noidea’, A informs the speaker that he is wrong making this hypothesis. Concerning the H*L%
rising-falling contour, we hypothesized that it conveys the potential disagreement of A as well as a strong commitmenton S’s
behalf. A possible reaction could be ‘“Tu dois avoir raison’ (I guess you're right), which conveys both the acknowledgment of
S’s commitment and some remaining doubt on A's behalf, concerning the content of the utterance. Finally, the rise-fall-rise
H+!H*H% would present the content as extremely doubtful for S but supported by A. In this case, the reaction ‘Si, si, je
t'assure’ (No, really, it's true) would comment both on the doubt of S and on the strong commitment of A. Our hypotheses on
contour-reaction pairing are summarized in Table 1.

4.3. Speech material

4.3.1. Sentences

Twelve target sentences were constructed as carriers for the four intonational contours under study (the twelve
sentences are provided in Appendix A below). Each sentence presented a Subject-Verb—Object (SVO) word order. They
all contained a subject consisting of a one-syllable first name, a four-syllable transitive verb made up of a one-syllable
auxiliary and a three-syllable past participle, and a four-syllable object made up of a one syllable determinant and a three-
syllable noun, as shown in example (1) below.

(1) [Yves]S [arevendu]V [le mobilier]O
1 syl 1syl + 3 syl 1syl + 3 syl
Yves has sold the furniture

All sentences were voiced throughout, so as to avoid any disruption of the fO contours. This was done to ensure that all
the contours of the same types were identical in all the twelve target sentences.

4.3.2. Contour production

Each of the twelve target sentences was produced using the four contours by the same female French native speaker
(who is also an expert in prosody and the first author of this paper) thus providing the 48 auditory stimuli to be used in the
experiment. The sentences were read while eliciting the contours and focusing on the meaning of each contour. For each
target sentence, one utterance was produced as a statement in answer to a question (e.g. ‘Qu’est-ce qui s’est passé
pendant mon absence?’ What happened while | was away?), resulting in a simple falling contour L*L%. The second
version of each sentence was produced as a yes-no question. Here the resulting fO contou